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        Your absence has not taught me how to be alone, it merely has shown that when together we cast a single shadow on the wall.

      

      

      
        
        – Doug Fetherling
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            A THRONE OF PAIN

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Bothenia crust had been her favorite type of bread from her early childhood years, Gandrett remembered as she scented the freshly baked fist-sized loaves her mother pulled from the oven.

      “Hand me the basket, love.” The woman held out her hand, waiting for Gandrett to fetch the bowl woven from twigs last spring.

      She’d sat by the hearth with the other girls, whispering over the garlands of flowers they’d woven for the Fest of Blossoms, each of them working on a basket for offerings for the goddess of life. She could still smell the daffodils and buttercups and cherry roses, still feel the weight of the blossoms in her hair when she’d woven them into her chestnut waves the way all unmarried women did, and the weight of the stares of the boys who’d watched them from the other side of the room, all grown into young men, as had her little brother.

      That had been months ago. The bothenia harvest had been plentiful, as had been the enjoyments of summer in Alencourt—resting by the stream with Andrew, chasing after rabbits in meadows. Summer solstice by the fire with the other youth of the village. The glances she’d stolen at the young man with the crystal blue eyes…

      “Gandrett,” her mother tore her from her daydream, and Gandrett jerked into motion, folding the linen cloth into the basket before holding it out to be filled with fresh bothenia crust. “Feed the horses, will you? Your father is still chopping wood with Andrew.”

      The faint thuds coming from behind the barn were a beat to each step she took toward the stables. From a distance, Andrew’s shock of blond curls glistened in the golden afternoon light, and she almost didn’t notice the tall shadow lingering by the barn door.

      “I’ve been waiting for you,” he huffed, lips curling at the sides as he stepped into the stables behind her.

      Gandrett didn’t smile. She’d mastered the ability to keep a mask of indifference in his presence that would protect her heart when he disappeared again for days and weeks without a word.

      “Well, here I am.” She picked up a bucket, filled it with oats, and tossed half of it into the trough in front of each of the horses.

      The young man followed her at a few feet’s distance. “I didn’t see you at Lora’s last night.”

      Gandrett had been busy helping with the harvest. “I didn’t know I was invited.” Had she known he’d be there, she might have found an excuse to shift her chores to Andrew and snuck out to see him—the nameless man who’d shown up in Alencourt one day, and whose diamond gaze haunted her in her sleep—in the best possible way.

      He prowled to the stack of hay bales, crossing his arms over his chest as he studied her with her bucket, her messy hair, the streaks of bothenia flour across her tunic, and the frown of a long, tiresome day on her face.

      “I wanted to come get you,” he said and pursed his lips as his eyes wandered over her as if cataloguing every last detail, every fleck of dirt in her bound waves, every last freckle on her face, her neck, her hands, “but I wasn’t sure the effort would be appreciated.”

      Even though he sounded as if he were uncertain, his features yielded nothing.

      If her mother knew he was in here… She could only guess what her mother would say. Maybe she would find the handsome stranger as charming as Gandrett did. Or maybe, she would pick up Father’s short-sword he kept behind the door and chase him off the premises.

      “I miss you, Gandrett.” His words struck her like lightning, and she couldn’t remember if it was because they rang true or because she didn’t even know his name.

      But she crossed the distance between them the way she had on other occasions and allowed him to cup her chin as he leaned down to brush a kiss on her lips.

      It was all he did—all he ever did before he disappeared once more as if he’d never existed, leaving Gandrett yet again to dream of those diamond-blue eyes.
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      The throne room was a yawning space of memories as Drew strolled toward the adjacent dining hall, fir-green finery buttoned to his neck and both sword and knife sheathed at his hip the way he’d done every day since Gandrett and Nehelon rode out the gates with an army of Fae soldiers in tow. He’d made it down here in half the time he would have before shifting into his Fae heritage, and the fact that he could—his strength, speed, and magic still awed him—scared him at times. Especially when Valyn Rynnan Idresea eyed him from the side like a bird of prey.

      Right now, the former King of Ulfray was awaiting him with a smirk behind the dinner table, and Drew only went because the Fae male wasn’t the only one waiting. Kepha’s young face was beaming at him from between plates of green beans and roast meat, her bright blue eyes holding all the wisdom of Neredyn—too much for a ten-year-old.

      “You came alone?” Valyn wasn’t able to hide his disappointment when Drew stopped by his usual chair, inclined his head at the male, and sat without invitation. Another habit he’d picked up since Gandrett and Nehelon’s departure.

      “She’s resting.” He didn’t bother to pretend that he was sorry Surel had declined the invitation to dinner even when it had come from Drew rather than the traitorous male across the table.

      Valyn’s lips twitched into a grimace, but he recovered in a flash, flicking his fingers at one of the servants. “Prepare a plate of only the best pieces of everything you can find on this table.”

      Drew wondered if the former king was going to take the plate to Surel’s room himself or if he’d order the servant to do it for him. He was tempted to wait and see, but on second thought, he didn’t want to risk Valyn forcing his presence onto the Vala-blessed just because he might be her Mate. He swallowed the dryness in his mouth at the thought of how the gods tended to smack the face of mortals—and even immortal Fae, it seemed—whenever they pleased.

      Mated to the bastard who’d tried to use her as leverage to get Gandrett and Nehelon to give themselves up.

      Drew bared his teeth, earning a sharp look from Kepha, who picked up a silver platter loaded with small pickled fruits, as if that were the answer to everything. “It helps,” Kepha informed him.

      Valyn wrenched his gaze to her. “With what?”

      “Loss of speech.” Kepha gave the male her best white-toothed grin and swallowed a snicker when Valyn reached for the platter and plopped a spoonful of colorful slices onto his porcelain plate.

      “I haven’t lost speech,” Drew simply said and scanned the empty chairs surrounding the dinner table.

      Gandrett and her Mate had sat across from him at their last meal together, and Gordan, Kouyen, Warren, and Palvin. Nehelon’s most trusted men, loyal to the rightful King of Ulfray only. And to the queen.

      He swallowed again. While most of the males had left with their king and queen, these days, what was left of Drew’s family in this palace were the Lord of Autumn and his Mate. Gods, how he struggled to get acquainted with the idea of being related to the misanthrope Lord who’d made Gandrett and Nehelon’s life a facsimile of Hel’s realm.

      And, of course, Palvin had stayed behind. Drew’s gaze drifted to the side-entrance as if the insufferable warrior might saunter in any moment. He sure was somewhere out there, probably standing guard, making certain the king’s brother didn’t get any ideas about attempting to seize the rule over Ulfray yet again during the rightful king’s absence.

      “So what’s on the agenda for tonight?” Valyn asked after a mouthful of pickled fruit, his eyes on Kepha, who was studying him with all the amusement of a child and the scrutiny of an old woman.

      “How should I know?” She shrugged and leaned back in her chair, the blue sash on her dress bouncing with the motion. “I’m only a guest here.”

      “So am I,” Valyn said with a bitter smile. “Or so I was told.” The male’s gaze wandered to that same side-entrance to where the portrait of Gandrett in a pretty dress had once been hanging.

      Drew couldn’t help but chuckle. “You’re lucky Nehelon didn’t order you in chains—or worse.”

      Another new thing—he’d found that the former King of Fae had become surprisingly tame around everyone who was close to Surel. And Drew could be considered close to the Vala-blessed. A friend even. At some point, he’d believed there might be more than that between them.

      But with the knowledge of Surel being Valyn’s Mate…

      He’d learned enough about how Mating bonds worked—how easily they were ripped apart if anyone interfered before a pair acknowledged the bond—not to want to interfere. And that wish originated not in any forgiveness for what Valyn had done, but solely in the wish to not take a chance at true happiness from Surel. Whether that was something she wanted remained to be determined.

      The last time Valyn had entered the Vala-blessed’s room while she was conscious, she’d spat at him and flung an empty tea-mug after him. The smile stealing itself onto Drew’s lips was one of genuine amusement. And a little bit of gloating.

      “So I’ve been told,” Valyn ripped through his moment of dwelling on the better memories of the past few days.

      “Because it’s the truth.” He didn’t want to go into detail about what Gandrett and Nehelon had given Palvin authority to do in case Valyn misbehaved. That was for the moment when the male did misbehave—if he dared.

      “How about a game of cards,” Kepha suggested.

      Both Valyn and Drew turned to her, earning an innocent half-shrug. “I’ve been told Surel is pretty good at cards.”

      That alone made Drew want to decline.

      But Valyn dipped his chin a bit too stiffly for Drew’s taste, which left him with no choice but to agree. No, he wouldn’t stand in Surel’s way if she wanted to get to know the bastard of a Fae who’d almost killed her, just because a primal bond commanded her to, but he’d most certainly stand in Valyn’s until Surel said the word.

      With a grunt, Drew speared a slice of venison, ungracefully heaved it onto his plate, and started eating.

      “What sort of card game are you suggesting, Kepha?” Valyn wanted to know.

      Drew suppressed a sigh and chewed on a potato.

      “I’ve heard the one Surel and Drew were playing right before you tried to kill her is one of her favorites.” There was so much subtext in the Seer’s tone that Drew wondered if a youngling like her could even know what she was implying. When he met her gaze, she merely grinned and turned her eyes back to Valyn, whose jaws had locked as if he was trying to keep himself from ripping the fork in his hands to shreds.

      “So you like to play cards as well?” Valyn said in a deadly quiet tone that made Drew’s hair stand.

      Magic coiled in his stomach, in his arms, spilling into his fingers where the silver knife was suddenly coated with hoarfrost. He slipped it into his lap, hiding the evidence of the lack of control Palvin so loved to criticize. “Cards is a wonderful way to pass time. Especially when you’re playing with the right partners.”

      He cracked a grin that matched Kepha’s, not because he wanted to provoke Valyn, but because after everything the male had done to Gandrett, to Nehelon, to Surel, the betrayal and running back to Liri and her horde of Maraoul hybrids, Drew found that indulging in Valyn’s discomfort could very well become his own favorite pastime.

      Light footsteps approached, rescuing Drew from what he was preparing for, and Lyrrin Stesea’s tall shape appeared on the threshold, a stunning ensemble of all shades of an autumn forest.

      “I’ve heard someone speak about card games.” He settled in a free chair at the head of the table, his Mate Elewys following his lead in graceful movements, seating herself to his right, one chair away from Valyn.

      Neither of them bothered to pay the former King of Fae any respect as they reached for the platters of food, Elewys smiling at Drew, her wine-red lips parting over her impeccable teeth. “My mother used to play cards with her courtiers.”

      Drew suppressed the laugh on his tongue and avoided meeting Kepha’s eyes, which, he was certain, were twinkling.

      “She won all the time,” the lady added, and Kepha burst out in laughter, almost pulling Drew along. But he wrestled back his humor and smoothed over his expression before he said to the Lord of Autumn, “Have you gotten a report from Palvin today?”

      Lyrrin cocked his head at what he surely felt was an inappropriate request for information. But Drew couldn’t help it. Gandrett and Nehelon had left their kingdom in Lyrrin Stesea’s hands, and the blood they shared was the only thing that allowed Drew to sleep at night. Knowing that the premises were secure and no more Maraoul had been sighted was something that sometimes allowed him to sleep through the night, too.

      “The commander is doing his rounds as we speak,” Elewys responded for her Mate, her temper so much milder than that of the lord. “Maybe when he returns, he’d like to join that card game of yours.”

      Drew shot Kepha a forbidding look as she snorted a laugh, and to his surprise, the girl fell quiet.

      Lyrrin Stesea was unusually polite now that the matter of Gandrett’s Autumn blood had been settled, and therefore that of Drew’s, but when he eyed the male over the table, Drew wasn’t sure how much trust he could draw up when it came to the safety of the throne. Would he step aside as easily as he’d agreed to keep the seat of power warm? Would he try to find a loophole that allowed him to break his oath of loyalty?

      Drew sighed into the potato he was lifting to his mouth, earning a curious glance from the surprisingly kind Lady of Autumn.

      “Everything has been quiet since the Maraoul left,” she changed the topic. “That’s a reason to be cheerful if anything can be in such dire times.”

      Across the table, Valyn’s lips twitched in what, to Drew, looked a lot like disapproval.

      Drew bit into his potato and chewed so he didn’t need to speak. The fact that Valyn had brought the Maraoul army to the palace grounds alone was reason enough to leap across the feast between them and throttle him. But he couldn’t. Not with who he was to Nehelon. Who he might become to Surel. And most certainly not without verifying with Gandrett that she didn’t want the killing blow when it came to Valyn.

      “Indeed.” It was all the response he had for the Lady of Autumn, for if he spoke one more word, he might as well unleash all his opinions right onto the dinner table. And he was almost deadly certain that no one cared for a side of that with their meal.

      While the others continued their superficial conversation, Drew followed the quick hands of the servant who was pulling slices of meat onto a silver plate, tuning out the smooth voices around him. Then he watched how she added vegetables and gravy until the assortment of colors and spices was enough to make him hungry all over again.

      “I’ll take it up to her room,” he offered as the female was about to leave the room, and got to his feet, not deigning to show any of the Fae nobility the slightest respect—none of them had respected him, but that didn’t matter now. He was tired. So tired of tiptoeing around everyone.

      Unsurprisingly, Valyn was on his feet before Drew could take the plate from the female’s hands. “That won’t be necessary,” he said with a too-friendly tone that made Drew’s hair stand.

      You tried to kill her to get to my sister, he wanted to shout at Valyn. But his throat didn’t release the words. Instead, he fashioned the best grin he had in his repertoire, determined to see Valyn suffer, and held out his hand to the servant, ready to receive the plate after all.

      The way her eyes kept wandering back and forth between him and the former king told Drew everything he needed to know about how little she liked Valyn’s interference. They all knew—the entire palace—what Valyn had done at the solstice. They hadn’t forgotten, and they wouldn’t within the next hundred years for sure.

      “It’s your choice whom you prefer to anger,” he told the female with a shrug, “the king’s brother or the queen’s brother.”

      The momentary ire in Valyn’s gaze as she shoved the plate into Drew’s open hand was almost as satisfying as landing a punch in his face.

      Kepha’s chuckle followed him up the stairs when he left without a look back.
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      Mckenzie Brenheran’s hands were shaking as she stepped into the pavilion at Prince Taghi’s side. She’d spent the better part of the morning finding ways to braid her shortened hair across her head, and when she’d given up on that, obsessing over what to wear for the family breakfast that was in order. It didn’t help that her morning had started long before the sun had come up, excitement as well as the fear that her talk with Taghi had been a dream wrestling her from sleep.

      Now, she was back in a peach and green ensemble of cuffed pants and a long tunic that Miitra had once stored in her wardrobe, hair unbound and eyes sleepy. But her heart was beating with an unfamiliar sort of frenzy that had nothing to do with the fear of what Taghi’s parents would have to say to their engagement, and everything with the way Taghi was glancing at her from the side, lips pulled into one of those smiles that made her breath catch.

      She forced one of the latter down and exhaled slowly.

      “No need to be nervous,” Taghi whispered at her as they stepped before the King and Queen of Phornes, and the Princess whose face spoke of an equally restless night.

      Nazanin greeted them with her usual warm smile, and Shyrrik inclined his head at both of them over a cup of steaming tea.

      “Excuse our delay,” Taghi opened as he pulled out a chair for Mckenzie and, when she sat, settled right next to her, knee brushing her thigh under the table.

      Miitra raised a thin, black eyebrow. “Should I find it worrisome that you’re referring to the two of you as us?” A mischievous smile followed her words, Mckenzie knew that Miitra had noticed the difference. Not that it was such a big difference. Mckenzie’s heart still beat double time in Taghi’s presence, and she still loved him as he loved her. But now, there was no need to hide anything. And so she didn’t.

      “The ghosts of the White Death are taking up position around the palace and across the city,” Nazanin informed them, reaching for a bowl of ground grains which she spooned into a bowl of fruit and goat yogurt.

      Mckenzie had tried the dish once and found it edible with immense amounts of honey.

      “Our armies are prepared for an assault from the north,” Shyrrik added.

      Miitra nodded, as did Taghi.

      “I’m planning to inspect the outposts in the north over the next few days, just to make sure that we’re prepared on all fronts,” Taghi informed them.

      Mckenzie was about to offer that she could come and help—not that she knew how exactly she would be of use at a military inspection. But Taghi was faster, his hand reaching for hers beneath the table and pulling it toward him.

      Of course, the motion didn’t go unnoticed by either of the Saza Brinas around the table. While Shyrrik raised an eyebrow, Nazanin cocked her head in silent inquiry. The only one who didn’t seem surprised was Miitra. She simply winked at Mckenzie, and the butterflies in her stomach shook off the chains holding them back.

      “Mother, uncle,” Taghi said, a bit breathless as he looked between the two of them, “I have an announcement to make… We have an announcement to make.”

      His eyes found Mckenzie’s, turning into molten chocolate.

      Mckenzie stopped fidgeting, no longer feeling the leaden weight of a sleepless night, the fear of whatever reaction would come from the rulers of the kingdom that she now called her home.

      “Mac and I—”

      Deafening thunder cut off Taghi, and Mckenzie was thrown back with her chair as a wave of icy air stormed through the pavilion.

      Her teeth sang at the impact, her skull throbbing where the back of her head had hit the stone floor.

      “Mac,” Taghi urged her from her daze just before a tug on her hand dragged her to the side and under the table.

      “What—” It was all she could grit out as she blindly scrambled toward him.

      He crouched beside her, free hand probing her head.

      She bit back a curse as he touched the tender part where she was sure a bump was already growing.

      “What in Shaelak’s name was that?” Miitra asked under her breath.

      “I have no idea,” Shyrrik noted from behind them where he was squatting between his chair and the table.

      “It for sure wasn’t the weather,” Nazanin added as she slid to her knees beside Mckenzie.

      Mckenzie shuddered as Taghi’s hand slid to the nape of her neck, and she didn’t spend a moment of worry over what the King and Queen of Phornes thought as the prince took such gentle care of her. For now, all she could think of was that she’d felt that sort of cold only once before, and that was the night Joshua had started babbling unintelligible words in the great hall of the palace in Ackwood. The night her father had died, when icy cold had radiated from her oldest brother, when the Dragon King had broken through.

      “Dragon King,” she whispered. And when Taghi’s gaze whipped away from her to scan the pavilion and what lay beyond, she carefully shook her head. “Not here. The cold. It belongs to the Dragon King.”

      No one contradicted her claim.

      An eerie silence settled over the palace where before insects had been humming, birds had been chirping, and servants had been going about their business. Except for the guards trickling in from their posts nearby the pavilion.

      “You need to get out of here, Your Majesties,” one of them said, bending down to check whether anyone had been injured. When he found Nazanin and Shyrrik unscathed, he held out a hand to help them up. “We don’t know what caused this wave of winter, and I’m not comfortable having you out in the open if it could come back any moment.”

      Nazanin slipped toward the edge of the table, catching herself on the man’s hand as she unfolded herself from the ground. Shyrrik followed after his sister with a brief order to Taghi and Miitra to do the same.

      “Come on, Mac,” Miitra urged when Mckenzie hesitated.

      Taghi grabbed his scythe, inching toward the edge of the table as if he expected an assault by enemy soldiers.

      “Do you have your knife?” he asked over his shoulder.

      Mckenzie nodded.

      “Good.” He let go of her hand. “I need you to listen to me, Mac.”

      Her eyes locked on his, mind still too foggy to catch up with all that was happening.

      “I need you to go with Miitra.”

      Miitra crawled closer. “I’ll take you back to your room.” She reached under Mckenzie’s arm, pointing at the branch-shaded walkway where two guards were leading Shyrrik and Nazanin back toward the main building.

      Mckenzie was about to protest that she wanted to stay with him—or wanted him to come with her—when Taghi pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I’ll be right behind you, Mac.”

      “Promise,” Mckenzie demanded as Miitra already tugged her along beneath the table.

      “I promise,” Taghi said as Mckenzie moved past him.

      Two guards were ready to usher them back to the palace, a third one waiting for Taghi to follow.

      “We must go, Norha Mckenzie.” Mckenzie realized only now that the guard escorting her was Nalesh, the bodyguard Taghi had appointed to her at her first arrival to Khila. “The prince will not move before he sees you’re on your way to safety.”

      Mckenzie didn’t dare think about Nalesh’s statement, but let Miitra drag her forward, hand searching for the knife on her hip that she’d forgotten to add to her attire that morning, and which wouldn’t help her the least bit against an attack by the Dragon King—especially not one of magic.

      They were halfway down the walkway when another wave of ice crashed into them, making Mckenzie grab the arm Nalesh offered as he braced against the assault. This time, Mckenzie remained on her feet even when the leaves around them iced over and the palm trees framing the boulevard to the main gates quivered.

      “Quick.” Miitra staggered ahead, somehow staying upright as the storm continued.

      Mckenzie rushed forward with Nalesh’s help. They were almost at the door when a shout from behind them made her yield.

      “Taghi—” She reeled around, slithering along the frost-coated ground.

      Nalesh cursed as his grip slipped from her arm and she grabbed for the knife dangling on his hip so she wouldn’t be defenseless against the man towering over the collapsed prince.

      No. Everything inside Mckenzie stilled as she scanned Taghi for injuries, for blood.

      Beside her, Nalesh had taken position, shoulder angled between her and the armored man carrying the Saza Brina coat of arms like any palace guard. But his vicious smile told her that he wasn’t there to protect Taghi.

      Thank the gods, Miitra and the king and queen were already inside. But that also meant they were facing the armed man alone.

      “Don’t look so shocked, Lady Mckenzie. You’ve known this was coming ever since the prince brought you back from the north.”

      Blade raised before her chest, Mckenzie took a step closer. Nalesh mirrored her movement, eyes hard on what had to be either a traitor or a very well-disguised intruder. She’d never seen the face around the palace—but then, she didn’t walk around all day, memorizing the guards’ faces. Only Nalesh, who was a constant and a friend by now.

      “Step back from the prince,” Nalesh ordered.

      The man didn’t move away from Taghi. Instead, he laughed and reached into his pocket. “I’m not going to kill your precious prince. We still have use of him.” He set the tip of his sword to Taghi’s throat when Nalesh inched forward. “Stay where you are,” the guard warned, pushing the sword down enough to make Mckenzie’s breath hitch with panic, but not enough to draw blood, “or I’ll hurt him.”

      Mckenzie’s heart stuttered at Taghi’s groan when he blinked his eyes open, and it took all her hard-earned self-control to stay where she was and not dart for him.

      “Stay where you are,” he repeated as his fingers were gliding over the ground in search of his scythe. But that lay out of reach.

      Mckenzie knew how skilled a fighter Taghi was. The fact that he hadn’t kicked down the assaulter and gotten to his feet spoke volumes about his condition. She shivered in the lingering cold even when the storm had ebbed.

      “Good, you’re coming around,” the man said to Taghi, eyes on Nalesh where he apparently saw the greater threat. “I’m not here to harm you, Prince, but to remind you of the deal you’ve made. Our king is calling in your debt, and it’s time for you to remember your promise.”

      Taghi didn’t speak a word, genuine fear widening his eyes at the recognition of what this meant.

      If only they could capture the man, they might get some information out of him. But before she could even gather a clear thought of how to achieve it, Nalesh thrust her aside with a rough hand. A gasp escaped her, catching the attention of the man over Taghi. His eyes locked on hers, Taghi forgotten for a heartbeat, and while Mckenzie was still falling, Taghi rolled aside, and Nalesh tackled the guard with impressive strength.

      Mckenzie’s head, once more, hit the ground, the throb returning in full force. But in her swimming vision, she could make out the shapes of Nalesh and the guard rolling over the stone path in a tangle of fists and blades—until Taghi’s shape folded around her, dragging her to her feet. “We need to get inside,” he huffed as he ushered her away from the noise of the fight. “Come on, Mac. Move.”

      The world swayed around her like a slow carriage, her legs unstable and each step an effort, as darkness started to press in on her.

      “Stay with me, Mac.” Taghi’s voice was right by her ear, his arm around her waist with one hand holding onto hers in front of his chest. “I’ve got you.”

      She didn’t feel those final few steps to the opening door, but when she crossed the threshold, the cool floor was as welcome as a mattress of feathers as she sank down, pulling Taghi to the stone tiles with her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Nehelon Alleyan Idresea chewed the inside of his cheek as he stared out into the white hills defining central Sives in winter. He didn’t stop when he tasted the iron tang of blood or when his chosen brother told him that there was nothing but snow and ice in the north-west either.

      They’d been traveling for days without breaks, other than to sleep for a few hours here and there to grant the horses some rest. They’d spent most of the coins he’d packed on purchasing supplies for their mounts in small farm villages—villages like Alencourt where his Mate had grown up, where the Shygon worshippers had destroyed her childhood home and killed her mother. Where he had gone all those years ago to damn her to a fate no human child ever should have to endure.

      Gods, how far they’d come from that day when he’d marched her to the consecration pool and shoved her under. How far since she’d hated him with all her heart for being Fae, for being a betraying bastard, for forcing her hand in saving his people—

      The rightful King of Ulfray clenched his fists and leaped off the boulder of ice he’d used as a vantage point and climbed back onto his horse.

      He had failed to see the trap his mother had set, had failed to protect Gandrett. And now Liri had taken her the gods knew where with no trail for him to track. No hint of her scent since he’d marched off the battlefield of ice and never looked back. Not to the snowy outskirts of the Ulfrayan forests where they’d been ambushed, and not to Ulfray itself. For he wouldn’t return there if it wasn’t with Gandrett. But the Mating bond that had snapped into place during the winter solstice now throbbed with silence like a reminder of what he’d lost. Of what he might have never deserved.

      “Come, brother.” Gordan patted the flank of his horse before he climbed into the saddle.

      But Nehelon’s gaze caught on the slate gray shape of Riho appearing after days of his summons. The King of Ulfray reached toward the sky, his chest expanding with a deep breath that had nothing to do with relief.

      Wherever Liri had taken Gandrett, it wouldn’t be a pretty castle with a comfortable room for his Mate to stay in. If she got a cell, she would be lucky. Liri might be strapping her onto a table and using her entire assortment of torture utensils on her.

      Nausea churned in Nehelon’s stomach at the thought of what vile sorts of pain his mother liked to inflict on her captives. And Gandrett wasn’t just any captive. She was a means to get to him. Her agony was his agony—and Liri knew that. But Nehelon’s instincts told him that this was bigger than just her petty revenge.

      Riho settled on his wrist, claws digging into the leather of his armor, and cawed his greeting.

      While Gordan inquired what the bird had seen on his flight, Riho was already whispering to Nehelon, and the message he carried wasn’t one that lifted the king’s spirits.

      “Are you sure?” He didn’t care about Riho’s offended caw. This was about life and death, and not only Gandrett’s. Even though he’d happily see the world burn if it meant his Mate would be free. “Dragons? More than one?”

      Gordan jerked closer, eager to hear firsthand what the bird had to offer.

      Riho whispered of the dragons he’d spotted flying in and out of the northernmost point of Sives. They’d circled above the mountains for days until, eventually, one of them soared west and didn’t return.

      “I hope you followed it,” Gordan interrupted, earning a crackling sound that felt like a scolding.

      “Of course, he followed it.” Nehelon had no doubt and Riho continued about how the chestnut dragon had attacked Ackwood alongside a small army of Shygon worshippers.

      Nehelon didn’t pause to wonder where the dragons had come from, for there was only one person who’d commanded dragons over the past millennia, and that was Raynar Leyon.

      “He found a way to make more dragons?” Gordan wondered aloud while Nehelon calculated what the losses Riho spoke of would mean for this war. Half a battlefield flattened by a falling dragon, both enemies and allies destroyed.

      “The Lord of Ackwood?” Nehelon prompted, and Riho went into a recap of how Braxley Brenheran and Lord Armand Denderlain of Eedwood had been working together with the Prince of Lapidos to protect at least the west of Sives from the Dragon King’s reach.

      No matter their success in this one battle, the knots in Nehelon’s stomach didn’t loosen in the slightest. If anything, the terror that had become his companion filled every last part of his chest. If Raynar Leyon felt confident enough to attack a fortified city like Ackwood, his powers must be greater than Nehelon had hoped. No more reprieve before he’d grab for city after city. And with Liri and her Maraoul army, he had soldiers, not only on the ground and in the sky, but also below ground, and no human army would withstand the beasts Liri had been creating in her hideout on a forgotten island.

      He heaved a breath that earned him a quizzical look from Riho, and a bitter laugh escaped his lips as he thought of everything he should be doing—marching the Fae army north to aid Brax, moving on Eedwood to free the castle from Raynar’s claws—and couldn’t bring himself to care half as much as he knew he normally would. For, what he should be doing and what he needed to do were two very different things—the way it had always been with Gandrett. So he told the bird to take off and fly to every last corner of Neredyn until he found a trace of his Mate and not to return until he had news that wouldn’t want him to lay fire to the world.

      He didn’t react to the broad hand Gordan rested on his shoulder across the gap between their horses as he murmured into the icy wind, “I’ll find you, Gandrett. I swear to all the gods, even the ones who are trying to destroy us, I’ll find you.”

      He waited for a response, for a sense of her through the Mating bond, but an emotionless wasteland was all that remained where her excitement, her joy, her fear, and her anger had entertained him since their claiming. And Nehelon had never felt more hopeless.
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        * * *

      

      Summer had been Gandrett’s favorite season since she could remember. Especially the thunderstorms of Sivesian late summer when rain nurtured the grasses and grains one last time before the harvest. She inhaled the tang of moist earth, of hay and oats, and watched the sheep rush across the meadow to huddle under the roof over the shed of the neighboring farm.

      She didn’t care that her clothes would be soaked by the time she made it to the barn where he was waiting. The man with the clear blue eyes, the crystal gaze, the one who rarely spoke words, but had a kiss to share each time he visited. He wouldn’t care either.

      The door creaked as she tugged it open and slipped inside, one hand smoothing back the wet tangle of hair from her forehead, eyes already searching the space between hay bales and barrels of oats for his tall shape.

      He was leaning against one of the beams that supported the ceiling, arms crossed over his chest, face as unreadable as ever. But Gandrett couldn’t help marching right up to him and placing her hand over his heart.

      She didn’t pay attention to the flutter in her stomach as he unfolded his arms and wrapped them around her instead. “It’s been a while,” he huffed onto her damp cheek, and Gandrett shuddered. “Too long for my taste.” His mouth brushed droplets of water off her skin as it grazed the length of her jaw.

      Gandrett closed her eyes, fingers digging into the fabric of the man’s plain linen shirt, the contours of muscle directing her fingertips. She both could and couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him; it was always like that. He appeared out of nowhere, and she knew him, but they never shared more than a few words during those minutes of his presence. And after he left, she never truly remembered much of what happened. Only the feel of his lips.

      She couldn’t even tell if he’d ever held her like this, only that it felt right—so utterly, terribly right. And she’d pay for it later when she’d wake in the middle of the night and not know if this had actually happened, if he was real. She’d cry herself to sleep over the nameless scent in her nose that made her feel complete and that lingered on her for a day or two after he visited.

      But she’d never know if it was real, for no one else seemed to have ever seen him. Not her mother, not Andrew, not even her friends. He only showed when she was alone, like now.

      “I miss you, Gandrett,” he breathed onto her lips before he sealed his over them.

      Crackling fire flared in her chest at the feel of him, the warmth of his mouth, of his tongue as it nudged her mouth open and slid inside. It spread like a wildfire to every place where his body was pressed against hers, reaching to the tips of her toes curling in her boots.

      He pulled back an inch to brush wet strands of hair behind her ear, his gentle fingers in stark contrast with the passion of his kiss. “Where are you, Gandrett?” he murmured as she opened her eyes to stare into his. “Where are you?”

      “I’m here.” She tugged him closer by his shirt, one arm reaching around his neck to pull his face back to hers, and he let her, head bowing under the feather weight of her arm, and his mouth … so close to hers.

      “I’ll find you, Gandrett,” he murmured, tone far away as if he wasn’t standing there, as if his arms weren’t wrapped around her. “I will find you.”

      “I’m here. I’m right here,” she repeated. Her breath hitched when his fingers grabbed her soaked dress at the small of her back.

      “Gandrett,” he whispered once more. But this time, his breath was like ice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Brax Brenheran was lounging in his bed at a depressingly gray dawn, thoughts a blur of blood and pain the way they had been every morning since the battle of Ackwood. Not the historical one that included the slaughter of some of his remote relatives when Raynar Leyon had first started his path of destruction through Neredyn, but that of mere days ago, when he had watched Armand Denderlain throw himself into combat like his life was worth nothing, and Brax himself had fought a dragon at Leonidas’s side.

      Rolling over, Brax stared at the window where no sign of what had happened was painted in the dawning skies outside. Neither did the gray clouds speak of the prince’s plunge onto the battlefield, where half of what had been left standing became victim to the falling dragon. And Leonidas—

      Brax didn’t breathe heavily anymore at the thought of his blood-smeared face, at those moments when he’d genuinely believed Leonidas was dead. But the ache in his chest didn’t lessen when he thought that the prince was resting in a bed one level above, still as motionless. But alive. That was all that mattered.

      He’d checked in before dinner the night before to find his features paler than he liked.

      The knock came as surely as the sun rose every morning, and at a brief beckon, the door opened, and a servant shuffled in, a tray of tea, pastries, and breakfast meats in her hands.

      “You can set it down on the table,” Brax said as he pulled the blanket higher up, and the woman did.

      “Anything else you need, my lord?”

      Brax shook his head.

      The woman curtseyed and closed the carved door behind her, leaving Brax once more to his thoughts.

      A meeting with Armand and Celius was in order, both of them fully recovered from battle and ready to prepare for whatever the Dragon King had planned to send at them next. Honestly, Brax couldn’t imagine there was much left he could send. After the dragon had fallen, the initial shock had incapacitated the Shygon worshippers and mind-controlled soldiers longer than it had petrified his own men, and eventually, the Brenheran army had overpowered what was left of the enemy—and eradicated every last one of them for lack of other options.

      He’d tried. Gods, he’d tried to have them captured, one or two at least, so they could get information out of them. But those Shygon-driven beasts of fighters didn’t give in. So he’d been forced to watch Armand and Celius slaughter the left-overs before the three of them had peeled Leonidas off the dead dragon’s neck.

      A hero, that was what the Prince of Lapidos was. A dragon-slaying hero.

      With a glance at the steaming tea, Brax decided to get out of bed after all. But he didn’t have more than a cup of the steaming brew for breakfast before he donned leather pants and a heavy tunic fit for the freezing weather awaiting him outside. Then he picked up the book on his nightstand and headed out the door.

      The guard in the hallway greeted him with a tired face.

      “Shift change is in an hour,” Brax said in return, eyes set on the stairs that led to the quarters where his guests were accommodated for the duration of their stay.

      Armand wouldn’t expect him for at least another hour, so he had time to drop by the Prince of Lapidos’s chambers and pay him a visit—as he did every morning. And every evening.

      He didn’t knock before he entered, so used to the silence that followed the rapping of his knuckles on the polished wood. It would only hollow out his chest more.

      “Good morning,” he said to the prince, strides hesitant as he approached the bed where Leonidas was slightly propped up on silken pillows.

      Of course, the prince didn’t respond.

      “I hope you rested well. I sure didn’t.” He pulled the chair closer to the side of the bed and sat down so he faced the prince. “I don’t know when I last slept through the night. First Joshua turning into the Dragon King, then Mckenzie’s absence, my mother’s death, Armand and my soldiers. And now”—he paused as he let his gaze wander over Leonidas’s face in an assessment of any change since he’d last seen him—“you.”

      Nothing. There was nothing different. Not even the slightly parted lips, dry and jagged from the constant flow of breath.

      Brax laid down the book on the blanket and got back to his feet, aiming for the bathing room where he picked up a bottle of oil. The scent of almond and honey greeted him as he opened it and poured out a drop onto his fingertip on his way back to Leonidas’s side.

      “I’m just taking care of this,” he narrated as he rubbed his wetted finger over Leonidas’s lips, careful not to put too much pressure. “It would be a shame if you ripped your skin with your first smile once you wake up again.”

      Brax didn’t know if he should be hoping for Leonidas to wake up at all. The healer had tried everything to wake him, had informed Brax that the body was fully healed. But the mind seemed to not be ready to come around. Brax wasn’t surprised after the horrors of the battle where Leonidas had fought the dragon up close, had looked into that eye before he’d driven his blade into it. He didn’t even want to think of what terror the prince must have endured during those moments of the fall.

      But however slight the chances he’d wake again, something inside his chest simply didn’t want to stop hoping.

      So Brax placed the bottle on the nightstand and picked up the book once more, browsing to the chapter where he’d left off the night before.

      “The wonders of his presence have never been what I asked for, have not been what I knew until that day I drowned in his embrace.”

      Brax paused, flipping the page to start another poem, one that, preferably, didn’t speak of an emotion he thought he understood, but no longer did.

      “Seven clouds draw across the firmament, each of them telling a tale of your absence—”

      He looked up from the page to find Leonidas as still as ever. “This is ridiculous.” There was much he considered ridiculous about the entire situation, part of it being that, even now, when he knew the Prince of Lapidos wasn’t in mortal danger, his heart would clench at the thought he might never wake again. Not dead, not absent, and yet out of his reach.

      With a sigh, he flipped the book shut.

      “When I was little, Josh used to try to teach me how to properly use a blade,” he started, not entirely certain where the story was coming from. “Mac and I were both eager to learn, but Father deemed it unsuitable for a young lady to be adept with a sword or even a knife. Had it been entirely up to him, Mac would have never learned even the basics. But Josh trained her whenever he had a chance. Just enough so she wouldn’t be completely helpless against the grotesque ideas of some of the courtiers in this palace.” Long before Joshua had turned into a blood-seeking monster. Long before Mac had been shipped off to Phornes, before their mother had fallen victim to the Shygon worshippers who’d stolen the crown of Sives.

      Brax absently reached for his forehead and rubbed his fingers across it.

      “Mac has always been the strongest of us three. Even when Josh was the supposed heir, she had a mind of her own and ideas … so many ideas that I could have never come up with. Imagination, creativity. She is a better dancer, too.”

      Something in the memory of Leonidas’s sparkling eyes told Brax that the prince would deign to challenge that last statement, maybe even invite Brax to prove how bad of a dancer he was. He couldn’t help the smile that stole itself onto his face. For a moment—then he wiped it off with the thought of where they all stood.

      “Mac is better off in the south, whatever happens. Sives isn’t safe, and our armies are decimated already, corrupted by the mind control of the Dragon King. I don’t know who I can trust except for Armand and Celius—and, of course, you.” He studied the prince’s relaxed face—relaxed and motionless. “But you left me behind to deal with this mess when all I need is your council. You came with the idea of the dragons, and you were right. Even though the Dragon King seems to have found them before we even set out to do so. But the important point is: You were right.” He couldn’t remember when he’d last told anyone that.

      “It was only one dragon in that first attack, and it already cost us so much. So many lives.” At least, the city wasn’t destroyed. Brax and Leonidas’s keeping the dragon busy had prevented that if nothing else. “But what if they return with more? What if they bring a whole host of dragons?”

      Brax leaned back in his chair, folding his hands in his lap, and studied the prince’s features, the shimmer of the oil on his lips, the way the morning light shed shadows beneath his lashes, the arch of his brows, the unruly, black curls of which he wondered whether they were silky to the touch.

      He didn’t try. That was for another day when the prince would be awake and healed. If he ever woke again.

      A knock on the door tore him from his thoughts.

      “Come in.” He didn’t bother to stand from the chair. The servants all knew how often he came up here as did the guards. And Brax no longer wasted a moment on what either of them thought.

      To his surprise, Armand stepped into the room, hands locked behind his back and face serious. “Apologies for disturbing you during your morning visit—” Armand cleared his throat as he glanced from the sleeping prince to Brax and back. “Any changes?”

      Brax didn’t fail to notice how Armand’s gaze caught on Leonidas’s lips.

      “Nothing.” Brax swallowed before he got to his feet so he didn’t need to crane his neck to speak with the Lord of Eedwood. “You came here to check in on him?”

      Armand shook his head. “I need to speak with you, and I knew you’d likely be here around this time of the day.”

      Brax felt more comfortable with this assessment from his once-enemy than he would have thought. “I thought we were meeting up later this morning.” He strolled around the bed to herd Armand out of the room. “What can I do for you?”

      Armand followed as Brax led the way to the war room, shooting a quick order at one of the servants shuffling through the hallways to bring breakfast. “That is if you haven’t eaten,” he added in Armand’s direction. The latter shook his head, and the servant rushed off, light footsteps swallowed up by the echoes of Brax and Armand’s boots.

      Armand walked wordlessly at his side until they entered the war room—which was really only the size of a small sitting room, occupied by an oversized table at the center with a map of Neredyn pinned to the top of it. Only when Brax closed the doors behind them did Armand exhale audibly and leaned against the southeastern corner of Neredyn where the legendary salt desert dominated the kingdom of Phornes.

      “So?” Brax prompted.

      Armand glanced out the window as if deciding how to best break the news, but Brax stepped into the lord’s line of sight, picking up a carved piece from the northwestern corner of the map—a marble horse with a little knight on top. The burgundy and gold banner attached to the iron spear in the figurine’s hand reminded Brax once more of the losses he’d suffer, and which ones they’d suffer before this war was over.

      “A messenger arrived this morning with word from the Ulfrayan border.”

      That made Brax lower the figurine back to the table—he shifted it from the ocean to Sivesian land before he faced Armand. “Why wasn’t the messenger sent to me?”

      “They were about to send him, but I took the message because I knew you were visiting the prince, and I didn’t want your time with him disturbed by anything. I know how … important your hours up there are.”

      Brax had nothing to say to that except for, “What news did he bring?”
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        * * *

      

      Armand Denderlain pushed away from the table, eyes on the Lord of Ackwood, who was studying him with such conflict in his gaze that he was sure the decision to spare him hearing the message from the rider who’d banged on the palace doors shortly after dawn had been the most right one he’d made since he’d lost his castle to the Dragon King.

      “Is it good or bad news?” Brax prompted.

      “Both.” And it was. Only, the good part didn’t, by far, outweigh the bad one. He stepped around the table to the eastern part of Sives where his own coat of arms was hanging loosely from carved, miniature banner men. “A Fae army was sighted marching north.”

      He paused, giving the Lord of Ackwood a chance to digest the meaning of those words. Fae, and plenty of them, armed and ready to fight.

      Brax crossed his arms over his chest, the thick black tunic crumpling under the weight. “Tell me the bad news first before I go into whatever this may mean for Ackwood—for Sives,” he corrected.

      For Ackwood and Eedwood were no longer two entities at war. The west and east of Sives were finally working together—and it had taken only a monster with fire-spitting dragons and mindless soldiers to unite them.

      “Very well. According to the messenger, the Fae army left a bloodied battlefield behind at the borders. It is unclear what sort of creatures they fought there, only that they aren’t entirely human.”

      Brax shivered visibly. “Not entirely human?”

      “It is said that they have thicker skin than humans and claws instead of fingers and toes.” He’d never heard of such a creature, but he was certain that the Fae must have brought them along over the border—intentionally or unintentionally.

      Brax fell silent for a long while, eyes roaming the map between them as if trying to figure out what exactly had happened at the border.

      Leonidas would know more about the borders than either of them, but the Prince of Lapidos was indisposed.

      Braxley Brenheran sighed as he drew a straight line from Ackwood to the borders of Ulfray. “It takes several days for a human to make it there. How long will it take an immortal army to march on Ackwood?”

      Armand wasn’t sure if he should be concerned or relieved that Brax had the exact same thought as what had come to his own mind before. “If they are marching on Ackwood, it doesn’t matter how long they take. It will be the end of a human reign.” He watched the Lord of Ackwood pale at his words. “But if they are coming to our aid, they can’t arrive fast enough. However, my guess is that they’ll arrive at a human pace since some of them are traveling on horseback.”

      The door opened, and the servant carried in a heavy tray of breakfast foods that made Armand’s stomach grumble.

      He waited for her to set it down on a sideboard and watched Brax pick up a piece of spice-bread before he did the same. It tasted of winter solstice and better days.

      He watched the servant retreat from the room, chewing and swallowing before he faced Brax again.

      “So you believe they won’t attack?”

      Armand shrugged. “There is little we can do if they decide to do so.”

      “We’ve defeated a dragon,” Brax reminded him, gaze surprisingly defiant. “We can defeat a few Fae.”

      But it was desperation speaking more than hope, Armand recognized it as the same emotion driving his own thoughts, his own actions.

      “Is the Prince of Ulfray with them?” Brax wanted to know.

      Armand shook his head. “No one dares approach an army of Fae. So how should we know who’s leading it?”

      Brax noted that the fact the messenger made it here in one piece probably spoke more for the peaceful mindset of the army. Had the Fae been out for blood—for human blood—no one would have lived to tell the tale of their presence in Sives. No matter how good their scouting skills, how great their stealth.

      “So what do you suggest we do?” Brax picked up a tall figurine from the territory of Ulfray and placed it between the Fae realm and Ackwood.

      Armand heaved a breath as he felt a familiar fear encase his chest. “The only thing we can do.” He smoothed back his hair, eyeing the breakfast tray by the wall. “We wait.”
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      Miitra sat folded on the foot of Mckenzie’s bed, her shiny, black braids tied into a bundle at the nape of her neck, and played with the leather string of her vambrace. “It’s been over two weeks since the last sign of ice.”

      Cup of tea in one hand, Mckenzie browsed through her wardrobe with the other for something that would grant her some more protection than the dresses and chiffon ensembles she’d gotten so used to in the Khilalian court. But the Dragon King’s reminder of how easily her new family could be taken from her had driven her out of bed as soon as she’d woken from her unconsciousness and sent her straight back to action. No matter how much Taghi had insisted that she needed rest, she had insisted that sparring with the Prince and Princess of Phornes in one of the many small courtyards was what she needed more. They all needed to be ready for the next attack—for it would surely come.

      They’d trained every day since, driven by fear and the need to do something as they waited for the Dragon King’s fist to strike when Taghi failed to deliver what he’d promised—a foothold in the south.

      “When do you think they will attack?” That was the only question she truly had.

      After Nazanin and Shyrrik returned from questioning the man Nalesh had captured, and it was confirmed that he’d been a follower of the Shygon Cult, Mckenzie no longer doubted that the attack would come eventually. In what form, however, remained a mystery, the revelation of which she could very well live without.

      “Taghi wasn’t given an ultimatum,” Miitra reminded her, and Mckenzie glanced over her shoulder to find the princess’s dark eyes on her.

      “Yet,” Mckenzie added and wasn’t surprised to find Miitra’s head bob.

      “The ghosts are patrolling the land.” Miitra’s gaze drifted to the window with a view on the front gardens and the main gate which led into the city, and when Mckenzie’s eyes followed, she could have sworn the long shadow she spotted there was a ghost. Not a ghost so much, but a dragon, humanoid, spindly, and winged—one of Vala’s creation. The species that Vala brought into Neredyn to protect her beloved humans against the bastards of the gods—Fae.

      Mckenzie swallowed, gratitude for their presence mingling with the innate fear that came with the knowledge of what she’d stirred in the White Death from beneath layers of dry salt. And what they were potentially fighting—the Dragon King, Shygon’s path back into Neredyn.

      Setting down her teacup, she plucked a pair of pants and a linen shirt from the wardrobe, leaving Miitra to her thoughts while she slipped into the bathing room to change.

      “Don’t you find the quiet suspicious?” Miitra asked as Mckenzie emerged, fully clothed and not at all ready to face the day.

      “The quiet of the Shygon cult? Absolutely.” She strapped her knife to her hip and braided her uneven hair into a short plait. It had grown out an inch since she’d cut it in defiance of Taghi’s suggestion she become his bride. And now—

      She couldn’t help a half-grin as she thought of those early moments when a slipper had been her best weapon against the Prince of Phornes.

      “What’s so funny?” Miitra prompted, unfolding from the bed and joining Mckenzie out the door where Nalesh fell into step behind them, still looking out for her even when things had so massively changed.

      “Nothing.”

      “You only grin like that when you think about my cousin,” Miitra noted, and Mckenzie didn’t deny it. She didn’t confirm it either.

      “It’s been two weeks since you two were going to announce your engagement and—”

      “How do you know that’s what we were going to announce?” Mckenzie interrupted, earning a sideways glance of pure disbelief from her friend.

      “You know Taghi talks to me on occasion,” Miitra pointed out. “And I’m not stupid. I see the two of you no longer shooting long-suffering glances at each other, but those that speak of the mysteries of a night in the leisure halls.”

      “Miitra!” Mckenzie nudged the princess’s arm with her elbow.

      Miitra merely laughed. “You made the right choice, Mac. However this happened—and I will want the full story one day—you made the right choice. Taghi is the right choice.”

      Mckenzie couldn’t help noticing the sadness in Miitra’s tone.

      “May I inform you that I wasn’t the only one making a good choice? Taghi didn’t choose Muriel. And she didn’t choose him.” She wrapped her arm around her friend’s shoulder as they strolled toward the courtyard where her Taghi would be awaiting them, already halfway through his training routine. “You’re the only one left to make a good choice.” She didn’t need to mention that Muriel already had by kissing Miitra. That Miitra’s happiness was only really up to herself. She was certain the princess knew.

      Before Miitra could respond with more than a glower, they turned into the corridor leading to the yard.

      Outside, Taghi was, as expected, already moving with powerful grace through sequences of combat movements.

      “Good morning,” he greeted without facing them, eyes on his scythe, which he was swirling above his head before he brought it down to an invisible opponent’s neck.

      “You just killed whoever you’re imagining,” Miitra informed him as she unsheathed her sword and joined him in a mirror of his movements.

      Taghi halted when Mckenzie hesitated to follow. “Everything all right?” He didn’t hide the familiarity between them in Miitra’s presence, and Nalesh was aware of the sparks flying between the two of them more than anyone in the palace. So Mckenzie didn’t either. It was only for the rest of the court that they kept up pretenses, for the potential prying eyes from the windows above them.

      “Nervous,” Mckenzie admitted.

      Taghi shot her a smoldering look that said everything about how little she needed to be nervous with him, and that made her stomach flip even more.

      “About the Dragon King’s warning,” she quickly amended before anyone could interpret anything different.

      Nalesh took up post by the door, hand casually by the hilt of his sword.

      “I believe the warning has been clear enough,” Taghi said, the warmth from his eyes gone in a blink.

      Mckenzie observed Miitra’s graceful movements with slight envy.

      “As Mother and Uncle Shyrrik have pointed out, there is little we can do right now, but prepare for the worst,” Taghi repeated what all of them knew. Shyrrik and Nazanin had ordered more of their armies to protect the outposts and the city guards, for the first time since the Dumcon reign, patrolled the streets of Khila.

      “A war on Phornian soil,” Mckenzie repeated.

      “And thanks to you, we have allies ready to defend both our city as well as our lands against an assault from Raynar Leyon.” Taghi strolled closer, abandoning his training for the benefit of sitting down with her on the stone bench between potted palm trees.

      Mckenzie’s heart stuttered when his arm brushed hers. All she wanted was to melt into him, to feel his arms around her. But not in the open like this. Not with whoever might be watching. This was still not official, and Muriel, his intended bride, had only left a few weeks ago when the ghosts had taken up post and the marriage to Taghi was no longer on the table. And, for now, even with Miitra’s glum mood since her departure, Muriel was better off anywhere than here. With everything going on, with the panic that had spread across the palace at the assault of ice and frost, the last thing anyone needed was speculation over what the sudden engagement between the Prince of Phornes and the formerly unwilling bride from Sives meant after all. If it was another calculated political maneuver or something more.

      What Phornes needed was stability in times of war, not a Prince with a seemingly volatile heart and a lady who couldn’t make up her mind—or worse, who stole the prince right from under Lapidos’s nose.

      Most of the court would probably not care that Muriel had never held any romantic interest in Taghi when the Lapidonian armies were so much stronger—and closer—to Khila.

      With a glance at Taghi’s composed face, Mckenzie confirmed that he was playing his role well enough.

      “I still wonder how they managed to sneak the false guard into the palace,” Miitra commented from the center of the courtyard.

      That had been a mystery even after the questioning of said guard. He had denied any knowledge of other Dragon King supporters among the palace guards. And Taghi believed him, especially since no one knew the face of the messenger. He must have stolen the armor and weapons of the royal guard somewhere—or have been handed it by supporters, which Mckenzie believed more likely.

      The fact that the false guard had died halfway through the questioning didn’t help their insights—died almost as if someone had quenched the life from him mid-sentence. An invisible hand directed from afar.

      After everything she’d learned about Raynar Leyon and his history, Mckenzie didn’t put it past him that he was capable of such a horrible thing.

      “Unless we find another Shygon supporter among the guards, we’ll have a difficult time figuring it out,” Nalesh threw in from the sidelines. “Best chances are to wait until they contact Taghi again with concrete demands. It’s easy to remind him of a promise, but what does Raynar Leyon want? Does he have soldiers he wants to station in Phornes? Is he expecting our armies to fight on his behalf? Does he aim to control their minds? Our minds?”

      Mckenzie shuddered at the image Nalesh painted in her head. “Where is he even? Is he just hiding somewhere and biding his time?” As she spoke, she tried to put aside that wherever Raynar Leyon was, Joshua would be, his actions controlled by the tyrant king who, apparently, was a direct descendant of the gods—the same way all Fae were, even if with watered-down bloodlines.

      “It won’t come to it,” Taghi said matter-of-factly as he wiped his face with a towel he picked up from the stack at the edge of the bench. “Whatever his plans are, we’ll be ready. We’ll protect Khila and all of Phornes, and with the help of the ghosts, we’ll actually stand a chance.”

      There was no room for ifs or buts in his statement.

      “And until then, we’ll train, we’ll strategize, and we’ll hope that our friends in Ulfray and Sives will understand the warning we sent in a letter,” Miitra added, and Mckenzie knew exactly how this would go.

      It would take the messengers weeks to get anywhere, especially in the Fae lands where it would take them courage and luck not to be taken apart by the first Fae they encountered. Muriel had taken the message with her to Lapidos. And Sives—

      That was a journey even farther north. Weeks and weeks. By then, Phornes might already have fallen into Raynar’s hands.

      “Don’t even think of it, Mac,” Taghi broke her downward spiral. “We aren’t calling for anyone’s aid. Not anymore. We’ve made our alliances, and if the legendary ghosts cannot help us, nobody can.”

      Instead of objecting that one could never be prepared enough, Mckenzie savored the scent of orange blossoms from the flowerpot beside the bench and closed her eyes for a moment.

      The pleasant aroma was swept away by a suspiciously cold breeze that made Mckenzie shoot to her feet, Taghi doing the same.

      “It’s just the wind,” Miitra reasoned when Mckenzie’s eyes darted from corner to corner of the yard, half hoping and half dreading to find a sign of something that didn’t belong there. Not because she so wanted to face the enemy, but because it would mean they could do something other than sit and wait.

      She hadn’t made it to the center when a heavy, dark item plunged from the roof, splattering between Taghi and her. She halted with a shriek.

      “What is it?” Nalesh shoved her back before even Taghi could reach her, sword in one hand and knife in the other—evidently, he’d learned from the last time when she’d snatched the blade from his belt to get to the prince.

      But while the guard’s eyes were still scanning the skies above them for a source of the assault, Mckenzie, Miitra, and Taghi were staring at the shattered, dripping head of Shyrrik Saza Brina, King of Phornes. And the note spiked to his forehead with a thin, jeweled knife.

      You broke your promise, Prince of Phornes. So I will break mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The only reason Addie Blackwood knew the Dragon King was still alive was because she was alive. How she knew she was alive? Because her gaze didn’t unlock from the unseeing eyes of Joshua Brenheran, who was free at last in death.

      With a wheezing breath, she inched closer, considering what letting her dragon tears fall onto that hole in his stomach would do to him. If it would bring Raynar Leyon back to Joshua’s body.

      He’d done it. He’d really done it. And now there was no Heir of Sives. No one to unite the shattered kingdom. Just two lords of two houses and a vast territory that might no longer exist once the Dragon King laid claim to it.

      If only she could lift her head from where she’d collapsed on the cracked marble, she’d be able to see the amount of damage done to her dragon abdomen. She’d survived Raynar’s torture, his breaking of her bones, a plunge from the sky. Maybe she’d survive this as well.

      But then, surviving was no longer the goal. Dying was. For if she died, Raynar would.

      With a grumble in her throat, Addie pushed herself up … and collapsed right back into the puddle of blood beneath her.

      This looks pretty bad, a deep voice commented, almost shocking Addie back into petrification.

      She roared in pain as she turned her head to find the silver-gray dragon by the door who’d witnessed everything that had happened. Joshua’s moment of clarity, his bravery, his sacrifice—and it had been for nothing. Raynar wasn’t dead.

      He might be dead, the dragon answered her thoughts as if she’d spoken them aloud.

      Addie shook her head. You mean he was lying to me all this time?

      It was possible. Addie wouldn’t be surprised if lying was another of the Dragon King’s exceptional qualities.

      He’s manipulated queens and kings and entire kingdoms into submission. Why not lie to a little dragon?

      Addie felt the fire rise in her throat, despite the blood leaking from her abdomen. I’m not a little dragon. I wasn’t supposed to be a dragon at all. She took a steadying breath as she studied the dragon, how he walked closer with clicking claws.

      You mean to say you aren’t one of us?

      What do you mean one of us?

      He studied her with chocolate eyes, mind roaming hers as if that was the most natural thing in the world. A dragon. Of the divine bloodline of Shygon and Demea’s children.

      As she lay there, trying to decipher the meaning of the dragon’s words, the ache beneath her ribs faded until all she felt was a leaden heaviness that held her to the floor.

      I am like Lamore, she told the dragon.

      And the dragon nodded. I see, was all he had to say. But he gently nudged her side with his snout. Do you love him like Lamore?

      Addie shook her head.

      Then you are like the rest of us after all.

      Who are you?

      The dragon settled down beside Joshua’s body, his wing folding over the dead Heir of Sives. I am one of the few remaining descendants of the dragons of Neredyn. Real dragons made of Shygon and Demea’s power.

      Addie merely stared, her grief for Joshua retreating to the back of her mind, into her chest, into her stomach where the hole seemed to have knitted back together. I thought the last dragons died during the Dragon War.

      The silver dragon inclined his head. They have. At least, all who Raynar turned back then. But some of their children survived, and for the past seven hundred years, their children and children’s children have spent their days helping Neredyn forget they ever existed.

      Addie stared—blatantly stared at the dragon before her, her pain replaced by a fear greater than what she’d ever known. Who is he to be able to turn humans into dragons? To turn forgotten dragons into their dragon forms?

      He dipped his head so he was level with hers. Why do you think his followers worship him like a god?

      Addie didn’t dare think it.

      Right, Addie. Because of all the children of the gods, Raynar is one of the worst. And his power comes directly from his father—Shygon.

      A god’s son. Addie swallowed the dryness in her throat. The flames, too. What does that make you? Are you also a child of the god of dragons?

      The dragon shook his head. We weren’t fathered, but created by Shygon and Demea’s power. Made, in a way, just like you were made.

      Memories of those days in the darkness flashed through Addie’s mind, a knife cutting into her shoulder, blood soaking her clothes. Raynar leading a ladle to her lips. He’d turned her. Made her into a dragon.

      Exactly, Addie. He made you the way he made Lamore. Only, as his Mate, Lamore went willingly.

      A cold so glacial it made Addie wonder if she could shatter like a bottle of frozen water overcame her. She was bound to Shygon’s son. Maybe even more than his son if he’d been killed and reborn through whatever the Shygon cult had concocted.

      Lamore was killed before he died, in the last Dragon War, she remembered. The twin princes of Ulfray beheaded the Dragon King.

      The dragon nodded. And the Human-Fae Alliance killed our kind. He gave her a dark, measuring look, a wise look, which made Addie feel like a child. I don’t know where you came from, Addie, what you have endured to become so bitter. But there is more to being a dragon than the pain.

      Not when you’re leashed to a cruel king. She wondered how much longer it would take before said king took her mind back into his grasp, where he’d ended up, whose body he now inhabited. But however much she listened into the silence in her mind, no trace of Raynar echoed there.

      The dragon didn’t respond to her words—or her thoughts—for, through the shattered windows and cracks in the ruins of Ithrylan, the booming beat of wings broke into their conversation, and with it, the lump in Addie’s throat grew to a near-suffocating size.

      They’re coming, the dragon whispered.

      Addie didn’t need to ask who, for when they uncurled from the marble to trot to the opening double doors, a flock of dragons was landing by the shore of the lake enclosing the tower. And on the threshold, a beautiful woman, all in black, greeted her with a burgundy smile.

      “Well, hello there,” she said, and Addie thought that hers might have been the most beautiful voice she’d ever heard. And the most vicious one.
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        * * *

      

      Surel was awake when Drew brought her breakfast. He’d taken it upon himself to deliver the meals personally, just so Valyn wouldn’t get the idea to impose himself on the Vala-blessed. Today, her hair was pulled to the back of her head where she’d tied it with a leather string. The style of the warriors in the Order of Vala, which Drew knew no longer existed in the same way since Gandrett had flushed the Meister out of the citadel and left Everrun to its fate under the supervision of one of the older priestesses.

      “Looks good,” he commented and meant it.

      Surel gave him a wry smile. “I thought it was time for a change.”

      “Change can be good.” Drew studied her from where he’d taken a seat at the small table in the corner of the room. Just enough space for two—so if Surel joined him there wouldn’t be any space left for Valyn.

      He grinned to himself, not because he didn’t want Surel to be happy, but because it gave him satisfaction to know that, if Valyn intended on joining the meal, he’d need to stand.

      Petty? So, so petty. But Drew didn’t care the least of bits.

      If Surel said the word, he’d happily stand through any meal and watch Valyn ogle at her. Maybe he’d even leave the two of them alone. But not until she was ready. And she’d voiced very clearly—and repeatedly—to Drew that the presence of the former King of Ulfray made her feel more than just a little uncomfortable.

      “Change is necessary,” Surel corrected. “Whether it’s always good is not for a servant to decide.”

      “You’re not a servant,” Drew pointed out, reminded more than he’d care to admit of himself mere weeks ago. Even if he’d never been a servant—to a goddess or otherwise—he’d still been only a farm boy. Until his Fae blood had kicked in and he’d almost killed Valyn while simultaneously saving his life.

      “I might no longer be at the Order, but I’m still blessed by the goddess, whatever that means.” She pulled a brown tunic over her white shirt, the collar making a beautiful contrast with her umber skin, and slid into the empty chair across from Drew.

      “It might mean that the goddess loves you.” Maybe Vala did love her children, maybe she just randomly handed out gifts. Who knew?

      Surel snorted. “Don’t get me started on love.”

      “It’s better to have the love of a goddess than no love at all.” Drew took a sip of tea. “But you have people who love you, Surel. Friends who consider you a sister. I consider you a sister.”

      Surel smiled and reached for his hand across the table. “Thank you, Drew.”

      For a moment, he allowed the touch, smiling at her with all his heart. Then he nonchalantly gestured at the door. “Has Valyn visited today?”

      Much to Drew’s relief, Surel shook her head with a grimace. “Not yet. But I’m sure he will. He always does.”

      Drew cocked his head, trying to make it sound as innocent as possible as he suggested, “I could ask someone to stand guard by your door day and night.”

      Surel bit her lips as if considering then shook her head. “Maybe during the nights. But I can kick him out very well on my own during the days.”

      “All right.” Drew made a mental note to ask Palvin about it the next time he saw the male, and was about to ask her for her plans for the day when Surel sighed.

      “There’s something weird about the way he keeps coming back, isn’t there?” she noted, forehead creasing as if she was trying to solve a riddle.

      Drew swallowed a cough that might as well have become a laugh. “He is a centuries-old Fae male … there is a lot weird about all of them.”

      Surel grinned. “If you put it like that…”

      “I do put it like that.” He offered Surel the bread basket. “After so many centuries of living and fighting, I’m sure they become bored. That might explain why they’re all so grumpy.”

      “You’re grumpy,” Surel pointed out, triggering a burst of outraged silence from Drew.

      “I’m not grumpy,” he eventually managed.

      Surel only lifted an eyebrow.

      “At least, not like the others.”

      “But you’re also a Fae male,” she reminded him. “Maybe it’s part of your species to brood and grump.”

      “I’m not a different species.” He debated withdrawing the breadbasket altogether and hoarding the pastries on his own plate instead.

      But Surel was right. He was no longer human Drew, the farm boy who had no responsibilities other than tending to the crops when his father died. After this insane journey from Sives to the heart of the Calma Desert and on to Ulfray, Drew had somewhere lost that part of himself that still knew how to dream.

      “If I’m grumpy, it’s because I am stuck here, and there is literally nothing I can do to help in this war,” Drew admitted. “As for the others, they might be grumpy because living and fighting are all they’ve been doing for too long. Maybe they need something more. Like Nehelon?” It was out before he could think better.

      But Surel bobbed her head. “With Gandrett around, he is still broody, but he’s not the insufferable grump that the rest of them are. Especially the new commander.”

      “Palvin?” Drew grimaced at the name.

      “He’s an extraordinary example of grumpiness.” Surel forked a piece of cheese onto her plate and started eating.

      Drew sighed. “Palvin has been busy most days since Gandrett and Nehelon left. And the weird thing … I’m not even sure if I am relieved to not have to look at his grumpy face all the time or if I somehow miss it.”

      “You miss it,” Surel decided.

      Drew didn’t object.

      “So what are the plans for today?” He changed the topic. “Care to join me for a round in the winter landscape?”

      “And give any of those creatures Valyn brought to the palace grounds a chance at nibbling my feet off? I don’t think so.”

      Drew frowned at the memory of their struggle at the winter solstice. At Valyn’s sudden change of heart. Surel had been so injured that she hadn’t noticed any of Valyn’s actions.

      “I think they’re all gone for good,” he reassured her. “Plus we have your water magic and my… Whatever magic it is that I have, to protect ourselves. We’ll be fine.”

      “Or we could take the commander with us. I’m sure he needs to patrol the palace grounds anyway,” Surel suggested with a mischievous smile.

      “And I’m sure he doesn’t do that himself. He has half an army answering to him.”

      “Powerful male,” Surel said with a grin. “Impressive.”

      Drew couldn’t deny that, even without an army at his command, Palvin was pretty impressive. But he calmed the smile on his lips and shrugged. “Valyn is powerful.”

      “Who cares about Valyn?” Surel bit into her bread and chewed, grin broad. “He’s a traitor and only here and alive by Nehelon’s mercy.”

      If only she knew what made Nehelon choose to be merciful. “He’s a royal bastard extraordinaire,” Drew agreed. “But I’ve been told he also has a charming side.”

      “He sure must have if he’s spent centuries not only fighting. If he’s managed to lure females into his bed despite his despicable character, he has to be an expert on being charming,” Surel deadpanned, and this time, Drew did cough.

      To his own surprise, despite his disregard for the former king, he pitied the male hoping to win Surel’s heart.

      “So a walk in the park it is,” he said, leaning back in his chair.

      Surel laughed.

      

      They were making their way down the stairs, Drew in a thin cloak, Surel bundled up in a heavy one, when familiar voices carried along the hallway.

      “I’m sure it is nothing to worry about.” Palvin’s baritone was laced with the sort of tension that would have made Drew worry had he spoken to him. “I only wanted you to know.”

      “Know what?” Valyn prompted as if he was entering the conversation just now, and Drew wondered who the third person was.

      A moment later, Lyrrin Stesea responded with a grumble, “Nothing that would concern a traitorous royal.”

      Valyn’s sensuous laugh crept through Drew’s bones. So unbothered, despite everything the male had done. “You would certainly know, Lord of Autumn.” And after a pause. “Wait … you aren’t true royalty, are you?”

      Lyrrin’s growl greeted them as they turned the corner into view, and it seemed to cost the Lord of Autumn an incredible amount of restraint not to grab for Valyn’s throat and tear it out.

      “Speaking of true royalty,” Palvin commented, a dark grin on his lips as he met Drew’s gaze. “Since your sister, the Queen”—he shot a warning look at both Valyn and Lyrrin—“would include you in any news of relevance to this war, maybe you should hear this, too.”

      Drew looked behind him then back at the commander. “What? Me?”

      “No, your great-uncle the grump.” Surel nudged his side with her shoulder. “Of course, you.”

      Palvin chuckled at the expression on Drew’s face, and Drew had trouble focusing on whatever Palvin was about to share when Valyn was stepping toward Surel, hand extended as if he was ready to escort her to a dance.

      Surel, to her credit, didn’t laugh at him, so Drew didn’t either. None of the males did, because it was about something more secret than the gods themselves.

      Palvin cleared his throat. “So, do you want to hear the news?”

      Drew tore his gaze away from Nehelon’s twin, swallowing the irritation, and allowed Surel to hook her arm into his elbow in defiance of Valyn’s offer. The latter merely gnashed his teeth.

      “Let’s hear it,” Surel ordered, tugging Drew toward Palvin, who nodded.

      “Khila sent word that the Dragon King’s messengers sent a reminder of the prince’s promise to grant him a foothold in the south.”

      All humor was momentarily gone from Drew’s system, leaving behind the raw terror of anything connected to the Dragon King. He’d learned over the weeks—from books in the library and from some of the Fae themselves—what it had been like to fight in the Dragon War, and chances were, if Raynar Leyon marched on even the Fae lands, there would be few survivors other than those bending to his rule.

      Maybe Taghi Saza Brina had been the smartest of them all, striking a bargain with the Dragon King long before the bloodshed would start. Drew shook his head at himself. It was never smart to grant a bully a favor—especially not one with an army and a handful of dragons.

      “By the gods.” Surel flapped her free hand over her mouth, and Valyn took an awkward step closer. “Is he prepared?”

      “The King and Queen of Phornes write that the bargain their son so foolishly made won’t be upheld by the kingdom of Phornes, and they have rallied the legendary ghosts of the White Death to their aid.”

      While Surel gasped again, Drew wondered aloud, “They wrote about the foolishness of the prince?”

      “That’s my loose interpretation of their words,” Palvin explained, and only then did it dawn on Drew what else Palvin had shared.

      “What are the ghosts of the White Death?”
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      By the time Valyn explained in great detail the legend of the creatures who fought the Battle for Ithrylan, Drew felt the need to yawn—not because it was boring, but because the former king simply loved to hear himself talk. Especially in the presence of the Vala-blessed on Drew’s arm.

      “So you are saying those creatures of legend are still around?” he prompted, guiding Surel along the icy path leading across the meadow behind the palace to the forest and eventually to the Fae Falls.

      Valyn dipped his chin an inch. “If the King and Queen of Phornes say they formed an alliance with them, I’m inclined to believe them.”

      “Because royalty doesn’t lie?” Surel prompted, a bitter challenge in her tone that made Drew wonder if she was imagining Valyn tied to a post or locked in a cell.

      “Fae royalty doesn’t lie,” Valyn mildly told her, his face not failing to be stunning even with the hint of a cringe at her words and what they implied.

      “Because Fae royalty cannot lie just as much as any other Fae. Even a lowborn Fae bastard, who, by the way, I’d rather have this conversation with.”

      The air caught in Drew’s throat as he realized what she’d thrown at Valyn—and how the male’s step faltered for a second before he stabilized himself as if Surel had landed a physical blow.

      “You will find, my lady, that a lowborn bastard will not be able to offer you the same levels of comfort as royalty can,” Valyn remarked, tone surprisingly smooth.

      Surel scoffed, pulling her cloak more tightly around her. “First, I’m not your lady. Second, what is your point?”

      Even Palvin had the good sense to shrink an inch at her tone.

      As for the Lord of Autumn, he watched the situation with a satisfied smile as if he couldn’t imagine a more entertaining morning activity.

      “The point is, Lady Surel,” Valyn tried—gods did he try, “that Phornes is a powerful territory, which has not relied on external help for centuries. Only now that the old players are entering the board again are they reaching out. They attempted to establish an alliance with our neighbors in Lapidos before, but that failed for whatever reasons. And now they are bringing an ancient power into the game, one we don’t know what it will claim for itself once the war is over.”

      Drew swallowed.

      “If both of us survive the war, we can talk about that over a cup of tea.”

      Valyn stared at Surel as if she’d just offered him her heart on a silver platter. “I’d like that very much, Lady Surel.”

      Surel rolled her eyes and tugged Drew forward until they walked beside Palvin. “If I survive this war, don’t count me in,” the male merely said, measuring Valyn over his shoulder.

      “Nobody invited you,” Surel shot at him, and Drew thought she might burst out of her skin the next moment.

      But Lyrrin asked the former king, “So we are still waiting to learn where you sent all those Maraoul after the solstice?”

      “That’s something I’m also curious about.” Drew jumped onto the new topic as if Lyrrin had thrown all of them a lifeline.

      Surel bobbed her head. “Since you seem to have answers to everything else, why don’t you enlighten us.” The bite in her tone made Drew cringe, and he was grateful not to be on the receiving end of Surel’s wrath.

      Valyn didn’t let his graceful smile falter as he responded with a nod of his head and a whisper. “Don’t speak of them. You never know who’s listening. And your words may summon them.”

      Drew decided then and there that it had been a foolish idea to venture onto the palace grounds with both Valyn and Lyrrin. As for Palvin… One look at the male striding beside him across the snow was enough to know that Palvin was probably the only one of those three capable of holding their tongue for a minute or two.

      He tuned out both the fear Valyn’s words induced and the sense that the male liked to play the only power he still had—the reminder of what horrible creatures had answered to him and still might if they came across them on the battlefield. That was both a reason to be afraid of Valyn and a reason to hope. For if Valyn could command the Maraoul in battle, he might turn Liri’s armies against each other. But if he was still on his power trip… He might as well betray them all over again and utilize his monstrous connection to harm Gandrett and Nehelon.

      “How about a nice cup of tea,” Palvin interrupted his thoughts with a shockingly unbothered voice.

      “There’s nothing I’d like better,” Surel was quick to agree, and Drew nodded if only for the sake of getting away from the two power-hungry males behind them, both of which were family in a sense.

      He squeezed Surel’s arm as he followed Palvin through a copse of trees. He’d deal with whatever those ghosts truly were if he ever came across them on a battlefield. As for now… “I’d take a game of cards with my tea.”

      

      The northeast, Nehelon thought, was too quiet. Even without the sightings of dragons that they’d heard of more and more often as they combed through village after village wasn’t enough to give him a sense of the busyness of a territory preparing for war. Something was amiss, and he couldn’t put his finger on exactly what it was.

      Perhaps the way they hadn’t come across a single Shygon rune on their way through the winter landscape, perhaps the way everyone they’d asked cringed in fear at the mention of the Dragon King. Nehelon didn’t care and didn’t want to care. There was only one thing driving him day and night, and that was the silence where the Mating bond should have been. A flicker of anything would have been enough to give him direction, to focus his efforts and give him a sense of progress. But the way things were now, he was an aimless boat on a stormy ocean. And Gandrett might as well be on the bottom of the waters.

      He stepped into the barn Gordan had secured for them for the night, letting his horse feast on a hay bale.

      “We ride at dawn,” he said without a glance at Gordan, and his brother didn’t complain, but unsaddled the horses before dropping onto a pallet of straw, eyes already closing.

      He’d pushed his brother too hard these past weeks, especially after everything they’d been through in Ulfray and even before—awaking from the curse, the trip to Everrun, to the Lost Mountains and back. And now—

      What had it all been for if Gandrett was lost?

      “I’ll wake you when it’s time,” he told Gordan as he marched up to the end of the room where a wooden beam supported the ceiling.

      With a sigh, he leaned against it, folding his arms over his chest to warm himself, and closed his eyes for a moment. I will find you, Gandrett, he vowed the way he did every night. I will find you.

      He studied the stars through the small window high up above the door, wondering if Gandrett was looking at the same sky or if she’d disappeared from Neredyn altogether.

      There was no guarantee Riho would find signs of her. Knowing his mother, she had probably taken his Mate somewhere underground where she would never see the light of day—or the stars he now cursed with all his heart. Liri had done so with another female before—with plenty of them.

      Nehelon’s meager dinner churned in his stomach as he thought of Alverys and her fate. He wouldn’t put it past his mother that she’d take Gandrett to the Lost Towers and continue her experiments with her Maraoul hybrids.

      Gods—

      Nehelon wiped his face with a shaky hand. They were halfway to Eedwood. The Lost Mountains and Liri’s hideout were weeks away. Weeks. By then, whatever was left of Gandrett could be destroyed beyond repair, and he wasn’t only speaking about the physical sort of destruction.

      The frantic beating of his heart wasn’t the only thing telling of his fears. Nehelon was positive that if he looked at a mirror, he’d find his face mildly green at the knowledge of what Liri Idresea was capable of. At the thought of Gandrett in a cell, prepared for the Maraoul hybrids to enjoy.

      But he swallowed the growl in his throat.

      He’d decided to continue north, and north they went until he might learn that she wasn’t there in one of the Dragon King’s strongholds—Eedwood, or Lands End.

      Vala’s heir—

      He shook his head. Gordan had told him every last detail of what Liri had shared with Gandrett. That she descended from Vala’s blood. He’d known through Lyrrin’s claim of Gandrett as being part Autumn. But Liri’s awareness of the roots of Gandrett’s magic only made her more dangerous.

      And Raynar … Shygon’s son.

      Nehelon sank to the ground, resting his back against the beam, and sat there until the sun drove out the night. Then, he rose to his feet and saddled the horses before he woke Gordan.

      “Are we continuing north?” his brother wanted to know as he chewed on a piece of bread from dinner the night before.

      “North,” Nehelon confirmed and pulled himself into the saddle.

      

      They’d ridden for half a day without rest when they saw the smoke, a slate column in the sky, speaking of the crimes of the Shygon cult.

      Nehelon spurred Rayna into a gallop, his mind half on why, by the gods, Kepha had chosen a horse that carried almost the same name as the Dragon King, but mostly on how catching even one of the Shygon worshippers may open up the opportunity to get information. Anything, no matter how minuscule, was better than the nothing he was dealing with now.

      “Whatever you do,” he told Gordan over his shoulder as they flew across the hard snow, “make sure you keep at least one of them alive.”

      He didn’t care that one wrong step of the horses would send them slithering to their death. He’d survive. Gordan’d survive. And they could continue on foot and still be faster than any human. For now, all that mattered was getting there—so he could get to Gandrett.

      Rayna panted as she worked the ground, golden mane whipping into Nehelon’s face. “Faster,” he told her, hoping she’d respond to him the way Alvi and Lim had.

      Nehelon stifled the surge of sadness at the thought of the companion he’d lost to the Maraoul. There was simply not enough space inside his chest for anything other than the fear for his Mate.

      Gordan reached the farm first, already sliding off his horse’s back and diving into the haze while Nehelon was only coming to a halt. He followed Gordan, sword drawn, magic coiling, and a curse on his lips as he stepped into a puddle of crimson.

      “Blood sacrifice,” Gordan hissed from a few steps ahead where a woman had been gutted, “or a normal fight?”

      “Doesn’t look like a sacrificial act to me.” Nehelon eyed the shape of the wound, the clumsily drawn intestines. No, this wasn’t the act of a ritual, but plain slaughter.

      He stepped over the corpse, tracing signs of what had happened. It was too quiet for his taste with only the crackling of flames in the background filling the winter air. That and a whimper that ran through Nehelon as if he had been pierced with a blade.

      The sound of childish terror.

      Gordan was hot on his heels when Nehelon followed the noise on silent feet around a corner to find a boy cowering on the ground under the blade of a man in leather armor. Nehelon lifted a hand at Gordan, gesturing for him to stop and stay hidden while he inched closer, shield expanding far enough to force a layer of hard air between the boy’s neck and the tip of the soldier’s blade.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” A feral smile played on his lips as he marched closer, scanning the soldier, top to bottom, for any sign he was more than what he seemed to be at first sight. Just a human. He smelled human—of sweat and a sweet note that mixed with the thick smoke blowing in from the stables at the other side of the yard. Wafts of heat accompanied the scent of fear from the child.

      The man didn’t move his sword as he met Nehelon’s gaze. “What a rare creature,” he commented as he spotted Nehelon’s pointed ears. “I thought the lot of you would never crawl out of the forests of Ulfray.”

      Nehelon stalked even closer, keeping his breath even, his voice level, as he noticed the runes etched into the leather of the man’s armor—Shygon runes. “I couldn’t care less what you thought.” That soldier wasn’t a normal human one, but probably imbued with Shygon magic, stronger, more durable, like the ones he’d fought in the great hall of Ackwood palace at Gandrett’s side.

      The boy whimpered again, pleading eyes directed at the man as he pushed into his back with his boot, and Nehelon couldn’t help a growl of warning. If it wasn’t for the child, he’d take the man apart piece by piece until he had what he needed. But the way things were unfolding, he couldn’t risk casualties. Especially not a child. Gandrett would never forgive him. He would never forgive himself.

      Before he could spiral into all the things Gandrett had a right to never forgive him for, Nehelon angled his sword so that the Shygon soldier knew he was ready to use it, but at the tip of his fingers, his power was collecting as he whispered to the ground beneath them, just in case. With Shygon magic involved, one could never be too cautious, never too prepared.

      “Let the boy go,” he commanded.

      The Shygon soldier bared his teeth in a grin that would have sent lesser men running. But Nehelon was Fae, and all it did was challenge him to wipe the smirk off the soldier’s features with a deadly blow. He’d done so happily all those centuries ago when he’d fought in the last Human-Fae Alliance. But today, he had different goals.

      Restraint didn’t come easily, but he mastered it as he broke the soil beneath the man’s feet, literally pulling the ground out from under his boots. The man stumbled as he lost balance, sword aiming away from the boy’s neck for long enough so the child could run.

      He didn’t. As if his limbs were broken, the boy remained cowering on the ground.

      “So you are one of those magically gifted ones,” the soldier added after a string of curses at Nehelon and the Fae in general.

      “Not just any of those magically gifted ones,” Nehelon corrected and watched the man’s face pale, “but one of the most powerful Fae alive.” He let a flame dance in his palm for emphasis.

      However, instead of staggering back with fear, the soldier laughed and attacked with a charge, the sword in his grasp bursting into turquoise flames.

      Nehelon dodged the attack with a swipe of wind, tossing the man a few feet into the air before he landed atop a pile of wood.

      No. Nehelon darted for the man. If his spine was broken… Not that he cared about whether the creature was in pain, but if he was dead he couldn’t talk, and he needed him to talk more than he needed him to die.

      Nehelon sent an icy gust of air to slap the man’s face and almost sighed with relief when those blood-shot eyes blinked. Stunned by the impact, but not dead. Not unconscious.

      “Get the boy,” he ordered Gordan without looking back. His brother would take care of the child, would get him to safety and out of earshot while Nehelon unleashed his cruel side on the Shygon soldier before him.

      “Not so brave now, are you?” he crooned, magic wrapping around the man’s wrists and ankles as he whipped him off the logs. He ignored the scream of agony; it was only one step on the path to learning something useful.

      No, Nehelon didn’t enjoy inflicting pain, but he was capable all the same—especially when his Mate’s life depended on it.

      “If you talk, I might let you live.”

      The soldier spat at him, his grin distorted now, but still there as he hung mid-air, suspended by only Nehelon’s magic.

      “I might even heal you a bit so you can crawl back to your master.” He tightened the shackles of power as he stepped closer and sheathed his sword. The large blade was too crude for what he had in mind. What he needed was precision. “Where is your master, anyway?”

      The soldier shook his head. “I have no master.”

      “Of course not.” Nehelon wiped the knife he’d drawn on his sleeve, making the sharp, double-edged blade shine in the midday sun peering through the smoke surrounding them. He didn’t hold his breath, his magic steering the wafts away toward the other side of the farm. There was no sign of life anyway. And if someone was dying—

      Gordan would take care of that also.

      “I assume you made up those runes”—he pointed at the whorls and lines on the man’s armor—“just this morning and decided they’d go well with your hair.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed as he obviously understood that Nehelon knew exactly who he was serving.

      “Tell me the whereabouts of Raynar Leyon, and I’ll spare your useless hide.” Maybe, he added in his mind, just for the sake of keeping his options open. Damn inability to lie.

      He set the knife to the man’s throat. Maybe the threat of a fast loss of life would suffice, then he wouldn’t need to draw this out and lose valuable time he needed to cover ground to wherever he was headed.

      The man shuddered. “I will spit on your grave, Fae, when the King of Dragons rules over Neredyn. I will dig up your head and hang it above my threshold as a warning of what happens if you threaten a creature of our king.”

      “Your king, perhaps. And I’m sure my head would make for a fine decoration.” He flashed the soldier a deadly smile. “Imagine this hair in the Sivesian summer breeze.” He shook his waves out, letting all arrogance leak into the gesture. “But I’d rather it be yours.”

      At the image Nehelon painted, the man turned a few shades paler.

      “What do you want in this remote place? This wasn’t a sacrificial ritual. You came here to kill. Why?”

      The man shook his head, and Nehelon pierced skin beneath his stubbled chin, eliciting a cry of pain.

      “I can do this quickly and release you into Hel’s realm if you talk, or I can slowly cut through your flesh until I reach your tongue, and not speaking will no longer be a choice.” He pushed the knife up infinitesimally, but enough to drive home his point. “It’s up to you.”

      The soldier winced, but didn’t say a word, forcing Nehelon to proceed on this path of menace he usually kept locked up for the worst of moments. This was one of the worst. And he needed those answers. He pushed up a tad, grinning in the man’s face.

      “Wait.” The soldier gritted his teeth. “I’ll tell you.”

      Nehelon drew back the knife and loosed the shackles the slightest bit to reward the man, and the Shygon rune-adorned chest heaved a breath.

      “So you are smarter than you look.” He stepped back to eye the strung-up man from a small distance: in his forties maybe, fair-haired like so many in eastern Sives. “So?”

      “The king was in Lands End until a few weeks ago when he set out south.”

      “Very good,” Nehelon praised, not at all feeling like this was good at all. “Where in the south is he now?”

      The man seemed like he wanted to shake his head, but thought better at the view of Nehelon’s bloodied knife. “He’s in… He was in the ruins,” he corrected. “And now—” He cut himself off, pressing his lips shut as his eyes bulged between their lids.

      “He’s where?” Nehelon prompted, pulling his magic tighter once more as the man didn’t speak. “You have already tasted my knife. Don’t make me use it again.”

      The man gave a muffled scream through his pursed lips, and Nehelon checked his magic, dreading the idea that he’d secured it hard enough around the man’s limbs to cut them off.

      “Speak,” he commanded, setting the blade under the man’s chin once more, right to the spot where he’d already pierced up an inch.

      The soldier’s lips distorted in a crazed smile, blood running from his mouth as he spat out his tongue … and watched it bounce off Nehelon’s chest.

      It took even Nehelon a moment to digest the sight of what the man had done to himself—bitten off his own tongue; out of free will or driven by Raynar’s mind control, it didn’t matter. There were no more words to be drawn from this man.

      Nehelon slit his throat to relieve him from his pain—and to make sure he wouldn’t run back to wherever he came from and write the Dragon King a love letter.

      Wiping his blade and his hands on the snow, he tried to get the image out of his head. As if there was no mercy for him, Gandrett’s lovely features slammed the breath from him instead, her smile, her eyes, the crease between her brows when she scolded him.

      “I will find you,” he whispered into the smoke as he spooled in his magic and joined Gordan and the boy by the horses.
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      The bright sun had shrouded itself in a cloak of hazy clouds as if in respect for the fallen king. Mckenzie stared out over the gardens that she now feared. Feared for every cool breeze that reminded her of the ice in the air when Raynar’s messenger had attacked. And the head—

      “It’s time,” the official stated, and a priest of Vala spoke a few lines that Mckenzie really didn’t understand in Phornian; it was such old grammar and pronunciation it might as well have been a different language at all.

      But she would not have noticed had it been different, for her eyes were on the Prince and Princess of Phornes, on their straight postures, their impassive faces, on the calm that surrounded them like a harbinger of what slumbered inside.

      All dressed in black, they looked more like the royalty they were than she’d ever seen from them. Imperious, steady, untouchable.

      “They will be all right,” Nalesh told her quietly as she started fidgeting. Of course, he knew that only sheer willpower and her innate stubbornness were holding her in place on the other side of the entrance to the crypt, an outbuilding that she’d never heeded a look, for true death had been so far from her thoughts even when she’d feared for their lives more than once since she’d left Ackwood.

      But this was different. This wasn’t a man fallen in a fight, not slain by the enemy in a battle.

      King Shyrrik of Phornes had been beheaded in a quiet corner of the palace where a servant had found his body hours after the head had landed in the courtyard.

      Mckenzie hadn’t slept through a single night since the second message from the Dragon King.

      You broke your promise, Prince of Phornes. So I will break mine.

      How the Dragon King knew Taghi had no intention of granting him entry into his territory, Mckenzie didn’t know. What she did know was that they weren’t safe, even with the aid from the ghosts that were really dragons, even if in a different shape than the dreads of the skies. Someone had snuck into the palace of Khila and assassinated the king in broad daylight.

      They’d talked it through over and over after the initial shock had worn off and Taghi had grabbed both her and Miitra by the arm and pulled them back into the building. By Hel, how he had managed to not fall to pieces then and there would remain another mystery to Mckenzie. Maybe it was the trained fighter he was, who entered a sort of killing calm in situations of great danger. She’d seen as much in Gandrett when she’d fought with Nehelon in the training ring in Ackwood.

      Mckenzie couldn’t even tell which was a bigger shock to her: Taghi’s composure as his uncle’s head hit the ground or his tears when they’d eventually made it to the royal quarters. She’d never seen him cry, and the gods knew she had given that man the yes they’d both been dancing around. But she’d never once seen him shed a tear before the moment when he’d sunk into a chair across from his mother and told her that her brother was dead. And the sight of it… His vulnerability had made her love him even more.

      Now they were standing at the king’s carved casket, her on this side with the courtiers and guards, and him on the other side with his family. And how she longed to wrap her arm around his waist, around Miitra’s too, to reassure them that they weren’t alone, that she was here for them—would be for the rest of her life.

      Warmth filled her at the thought she had not allowed herself in a while: If the gods didn’t forsake them, she’d marry into that family across the casket and stay here in this city. If war didn’t demand more sacrifices than she was ready to make.

      The Phornian prayers lulled her thoughts to sleep as did the unforgiving heat that burned despite the cloudy weather. But the heat was better than the ice of the Dragon King.

      Then the procession started moving. The priest first, then the royal family, then the courtiers and court officials, then the rest. Mckenzie didn’t wonder why she was part of the rest. As long as the engagement wouldn’t be made official, she was yet another guest in this palace. A friend of the prince and princess, yes, but still only a guest.

      Her feet were impatient as she marched at the end of the group with Nalesh, peering between the shoulders of the people before her in an attempt at spotting Taghi. But there were too many, and even if the ones right in front of her didn’t keep perfect formation like the courtiers at the front, she didn’t even see a fraction of the prince.

      Mckenzie eventually stopped trying and lowered her gaze to the walkway leading around the crypt. What came next would take them a few minutes—a tradition in Phornes, apparently, to circle the dead and his resting place before he entered it. In Sives, they burned the dead. Even kings.

      “Such a shame,” a deep male voice murmured.

      Mckenzie’s eyes snapped up to find a young man beside her who, it seemed, had lost interest in the ceremony.

      A raised eyebrow was all it took to inquire what he meant, even when she hadn’t intended to ask at all.

      “That you are walking at the end all by yourself. Your friendship with the prince and princess would have made anyone believe that your position in this court is stronger.” When, really, it was not. He didn’t need to add it to know that was what he had wanted to point out.

      Nalesh was one step behind her, his shadow overlapping with hers.

      “You probably have never seen me here,” the man continued, and Mckenzie took a moment to learn his features, just so she could ask Taghi about him later. “My uncle lives at court. I’m visiting.”

      Mckenzie didn’t ask why, by the gods, he would attend a funeral he obviously didn’t care about very much. Instead, she committed the moderately handsome, umber face with chocolate brown eyes to memory and fixed her gaze on the black tunic in front of her.

      “So you are not permitted to speak?” he prompted when she continued to ignore him.

      The man in front of her turned his head, shooting the talkative one a warning glance. This was a funeral, after all, an act of respect for the deceased. And what was happening right beside her was everything but respectful.

      Not permitted to speak… Mckenzie ground her teeth and folded her hands in front of her stomach the way she’d do at a Sivesian funeral.

      “Or is there no voice going with that lovely face?”

      Mckenzie’s fingers itched to go for the knife on her belt—the one she now always carried with her, no matter what impression that would give. If one of Shygon’s supporters intended to cut her head off, she wanted to be prepared.

      With a sharp look at the man, Mckenzie let herself fall a step behind so she was next to Nalesh, who, she noticed, had his hand on his weapon.

      Nothing she couldn’t handle herself, she wanted to tell the guard. She’d learned how to deal with the attention of young courtiers in Ackwood; obviously, men here weren’t as different—at least, those who hadn’t seen the way she and Taghi glanced at each other, or tried not to.

      The procession stopped, mumbled prayers fading, and Taghi, Miitra, and Nazanin came back into view as they stepped around the casket. For a moment, Taghi’s gaze lifted from the ornate, gold-adorned carvings, finding hers as if he’d known exactly where she would stand. A muscle in his jaw feathered as he noticed the man beside her—too close beside her. Close enough to feel the fabric of her wide sleeve tug as his rubbed against it.

      Mckenzie took a step closer to Nalesh, holding Taghi’s gaze. I’m here, Taghi. I love you. I will dry all your tears.

      There were no tears now, only a glint of anger gone quickly when the priest gave the sign for the guards to pick up the casket and carry it into the crypt. Taghi’s eyes followed his uncle into the darkness where the sound of wood slithering over stone informed them that the casket had been placed in the tomb.

      Bells started ringing, only a few at first, but then a whole orchestra of them erupted from each tower of the palace, from beyond it, too. The entire city was ringing the last honor for their dead king.

      The crowd dissolved after a minute, the stranger beside her heading after them to the shady walkways leading back to the palace, and Mckenzie sighed with relief.

      “Bureez Dumcon,” Nalesh hissed between his teeth.

      Mckenzie whirled toward him, ignoring her heart, which was aching to join Taghi and Miitra in front of the crypt where they were still standing, surrounded by guards. Each of their steps was now shadowed by guards, a measure of security after what had happened to the king.

      “I thought the Dumcons lived at the palace.” Miitra had told her once. Keep your friends close, but keep your enemies closer.

      “The head of House Dumcon does,” Nalesh confirmed. “But Bureez is only his nephew—one of many. If the Saza Brina hosted the entire Dumcon dynasty at the palace, they might not have a spare room for beautiful ladies from the north. The gods know Prince Taghi wouldn’t approve of that.” He added a smile, and Mckenzie returned it with one of her own.

      “What does he want here?”

      “The Dumcon boy?” Nalesh scanned their surroundings for sources of danger the way he always did. “A family visit, I suppose. It is common that the noble houses invite their sons and daughters to court in the hope of catching the prince’s or princess’s eye.”

      Mckenzie shuddered. Everything she knew about the Dumcons was the bloody history of female rights before the Saza Brina dynasty had taken over the reign of Phornes only seventy years ago. If there was anything she couldn’t imagine, it was Miitra ever submitting to marrying a man who didn’t respect her at least as much as the queen she would one day be. Not that Mckenzie could imagine Miitra marrying any man.

      She almost grinned at the thought of the Dumcon boy—more like a grown man with muscles in all the right places, she noticed as she watched him stroll away—going head to head with the princess. He wouldn’t stand a chance in Hel’s realm.

      Hel’s realm—

      Mckenzie sighed and turned her attention back to the crypt. “Shall we wait for them?”

      A shake of his head was all Nalesh gave in response, and Mckenzie knew it would be one more afternoon of waiting for Taghi—and that, with eyes at every corner now, he wouldn’t seek her out once he returned to his quarters and night fell over the colorful city of Khila.

      She didn’t object when Nalesh started walking, but fell into step beside him.

      “Give him a few days, Norha Mckenzie.”

      What were a few more days when, since the attack, they hadn’t as much as dared kiss in an alcove? No holding hands, no private minute. It was all the business of a war that was spreading over Neredyn and the restlessness of the courtiers and court officials as they populated every meeting, every dinner and afternoon tea. No more family breakfasts for the fear that the Shygon cult might strike once more. And no more alone time with the man she’d chosen to spend her life with. The fact that Miitra was able to visit her in her chambers was like a miracle in itself. But then, Miitra didn’t have a history of unlucky engagements to show.

      She swallowed the sour taste of frustration and continued into the shade of the vine-overgrown pathway. “A few days. Who knows … maybe it will be a few years.”

      Nalesh smiled in response. “I know that no one is supposed to know, Norha Mckenzie, but I have been guarding your life long enough to see the difference.”

      Mckenzie pretended to not know what he meant.

      “You love him. And he loves you. The Princess of Lapidos is gone. And the ghosts of the White Death aren’t the only reason why she left.”

      Why again did Nalesh need to be so observant? “She has become a friend during her stay in Khila.”

      “Of course.” Nalesh wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, glancing at the sky through the gaps between leaves. “But that is not the point I’m making, and you know it.”

      “What point are you trying to make?” Mckenzie’s stomach was already upside down.

      “Do you remember the cook I told you about?”

      Of course, she did.

      “It took us three years to find our way to each other.” It was all he had to say, it seemed, for Nalesh fell silent, and Mckenzie was left with her thoughts.
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      By the time the sun set, Mckenzie had tired of her room. Under normal circumstances, she would have snuck out and gone to the leisure halls to swim. But Mckenzie truly didn’t feel like marching past all the extra guards. Or the courtiers roaming the hallways on whatever important errands.

      So she waited. Waited until the first stars had risen and the colors of the city bloomed into life under their light.

      By the time a knock sounded at the door, she was debating if she should go straight to bed and skip eating in the dining hall. Nalesh’s lovely cook could easily send something up for her.

      “Come in.” She smoothed her black dress and leaned against the brocade divan, not bothering to put on a smile.

      Her lips twitched—in the wrong direction—as the door opened and Miitra strode in, accompanied by Taghi, both somber-faced.

      “By Vala.” Mckenzie rushed toward them, catching each of them in a hug, and pulled them in so fast that neither of them could do anything about it. Nalesh smiled at her as he closed the door after them. “Are you all right?” Miitra’s weight was the easier one to carry when both of them leaned into her embrace. But she locked her knees and braced herself, determined not to buckle beneath them when, for once, she could comfort them. “I’m so sorry.”

      Miitra’s tears soaked her shoulder while Taghi’s breath brushed her hair as he rested his head atop hers.

      “Thank you, Mac,” he murmured and drew out of her arm to sit on the divan.

      Mckenzie smiled at him as she turned, hugging Miitra tightly against her, and led the princess to sit next to her cousin. Mckenzie sat down with her, rubbing her hand across her back.

      For a while, neither of them spoke, the sorrow of Shyrrik’s loss commanding their every breath. A king, beloved by his people. A father, kind and just. And an uncle, who had been more like a father to Taghi.

      When the air seemed to no longer stir, Mckenzie pulled herself up an inch, peering around Miitra at Taghi, who had leaned back and closed his eyes.

      As if feeling her gaze on him, he turned his head an inch, not bothering to open his eyes. “Mother finally allowed us a break from the official business,” he informed her. “It’s been one long day of condolences and grim faces.”

      “I’m sorry,” Mckenzie repeated, but Taghi rolled his head in a slow shake.

      “None of this is your fault, Mac. You’ve got nothing to be sorry for.”

      The way he was too brave and so very tired made Mckenzie want to cry.

      “The only reason Nazanin agreed that we visit you up here right now is that she herself needed a break.” Miitra lifted her head off Mckenzie’s shoulder. “I know it’s dangerous. If the Dragon King got to my father somehow, he could get to any of us. And it’s the right decision to have guards escort our every step even here in the palace. But it feels rather like a cage.” There was little complaint in her tone, more the reflection of their situation and what the Dragon King’s message implied.

      “Shyrrik was only the beginning,” Taghi said, still not opening his eyes, as if that would keep the horrors of reality at bay. His forehead creased in response to whatever thoughts he wasn’t sharing. “Nalesh is one of our best. But I’m inclined to add another man to your personal guard, Mac.”

      “You don’t think I’m safe?” Of course, Mckenzie knew that whoever was close to Prince Taghi of Phornes in any way would be in jeopardy. The closer, the worse.

      At that, Taghi’s eyes did open, a quiet fire burning in the coal-black of his irises. And his look was answer enough. “You know why I keep my distance from you is not because of whatever the court thinks or what our engagement would do to political stability.” His gaze flicked to Miitra, who was grinning between tears, mouthing I knew it. “My not being as familiar with you, not visiting you here in your chambers, Mac, is not because I don’t want to, but because, if the Dragon King learned of what you mean to me—” He rubbed the bridge of his nose between his index finger and thumb. “Raynar Leyon knows I’m not going to allow what I promised—however he learned that is still a mystery—and if he’s ready to kill everyone I love, you will be top of his list. And I can’t have that. I can’t lose you.”

      Maybe it was because he wasn’t even holding her hand as he spoke those words. Maybe it was because of Miitra’s presence, but what he said … It sounded like a confession and like a goodbye. And without her permission, tears welled in Mckenzie’s eyes. Not those of sorrow and grief, but the violent sort of defiance that had forced their path into her eyes too many times when she’d first arrived in Khila.

      Biting her lip against the tirade of curses she had for the prince, she shook her head, hair flying from her tiny braid, and reached behind Miitra’s back for Taghi’s shoulder. Miitra shifted to the edge of the divan, suddenly so quiet that Mckenzie could have forgotten she was there.

      “If you believe for one second whoever has been tracking your moves and reporting back to the Dragon King hasn’t noticed our foolish feelings for each other, you aren’t the smart prince I fell in love with.” She sucked in a deep breath, smothering a sob. “If you believe that our distance will deter an enemy, you are forgetting that we’ve spent every day in each other’s company since we returned from our mission to the White Death. By Shaelak, they have to know that we traveled to the White Death together to begin with. Even if Muriel was with us then, whether they think we’re friends or lovers, they know how close we are.” Surprised by her own courage, Mckenzie leaned back and let her hand slide from Taghi’s arm. “If that’s the only reason we are playing pretend, then we might as well shout it across the city that we are getting married, Taghi. Because, believe it or not, I am not backing out of this just because an ancient evil so happens to want to slaughter us all. And should he succeed, I’d rather he does with your ring on my finger.”

      Like two black suns, Taghi’s eyes stared at her, reading from her face whether this was truly how she felt.

      Then, Miitra clapped her hands in front of her face in exasperation. “You need to tell Nazanin. Play pretend with the court to keep politics in check, but by all the gods—even Shygon—tell her.”

      Taghi gnawed on his lower lip, considering.

      “Tell her,” Miitra repeated before she leaned back between them. “I don’t think she’ll object. Not after everything Mac has done for this kingdom.”

      Mckenzie didn’t point out that what she’d done was to be the reason Taghi entered that gods-damned bargain to begin with. Instead, she patted Miitra’s arm. “Thank you for rooting for us.”

      The grief for her father had painted dark shadows under the princess’s eyes, but her smile was genuine as she turned her head to face Mckenzie and said, “I love you like a sister, Mac. If Raynar Leyon comes for you, my foolish cousin won’t be the only one he hurts.”

      Taghi winced—actually winced—as if he could already feel the pain of that potential loss, and his gaze met Mckenzie’s over Miitra’s head. It was there, in his eyes, deep and dark and full of all those days that they could have had together had they allowed themselves their feelings.

      Heart pounding, Mckenzie smiled at him. And Taghi smiled back.
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        * * *

      

      They made their way down to dinner soon after, Miitra and Taghi leaving together to arrive before her, their guards framing them as if the Prince and Princess of Phornes had never in their lives used a blade. By the time Mckenzie followed, the banquet hall was already full of hushed conversation and lamenting music. The U-shaped tables hosted many of the faces she’d seen at the funeral, and it took Mckenzie less than a minute to spot Bureez Dumcon, next to his uncle, in a chair close to Miitra’s right, by the empty spot where the king would have been sitting.

      His chocolate eyes found her within moments, and Mckenzie didn’t return the smile he flashed her.

      “You’ll sit here tonight, Norha Mckenzie.” Nalesh gestured at an empty spot at the far end of the U-formation, next to a pretty, golden-brown-skinned lady in a modest black gown.

      Ignoring the way her heart wandered all the way to the front to settle next to Taghi, where a grizzle-haired courtier was talking to the servant pouring him a goblet of wine, Mckenzie allowed Nalesh to usher her to her chair.

      “How lovely,” the woman said as she sank into her seat. “I’ll be entertained by tales of the north during this meal.”

      When Mckenzie only stared at the lady, she inclined her head. “Lady Esmira Darmel,” she introduced herself.

      “Mckenzie Brenheran.” Mckenzie didn’t bother to use her title. If people knew about the Brenheran family, they’d most likely know that she was of noble birth.

      “Pleasure to meet you.” Lady Esmira studied Mckenzie’s fair hair with a curious gaze. “I haven’t seen a northerner in years,” she apologized. “I can see why our prince would be drawn to you… Such a pretty face and such sunshine hair and emerald eyes. Highly unusual, even in the north.”

      Said emerald eyes darted around the room, hopeful that no one had heard the lady’s remark. But everyone was in conversation—except for Taghi, of course, his gaze resting on her with barely concealed concern.

      For lack of a response to either the lady’s words or Taghi’s gaze on her, Mckenzie smiled and turned to her plate where a servant had placed steamed fish and a fruit-and-vegetable salad. She counted the blossoms on the black edge where they had been arranged as a decoration. Too colorful, too happy—that was what the food looked like to her.

      “I haven’t seen you here before,” Mckenzie eventually said to the lady when the latter kept staring at her like she was an odd rarity in a cage.

      “I’m visiting the capital for the funeral of the king… Such a shame. Shyrrik was a great ruler.” The familiarity in the woman’s tone when she spoke about the late king… Mckenzie considered reacting with outrage, but the woman continued. “I wonder how long until they set the elections for the new king. Nazanin might abdicate... Her son would make for a handsome king. But the Dumcon family has set their eyes on the throne as well…”

      “It seems like a lot of people have their eyes set on a lot of things in this court,” Mckenzie allowed her exasperation to roam freely on her tongue as her gaze wandered to Lord Dumcon and then his nephew who was beaming at her across the room. Mckenzie speared a slice of melon with unnecessary force.

      “Oh, they definitely have,” Lady Esmira agreed, oblivious to the dark humor in Mckenzie’s words. “Imagine the shift of power if Norrei Dumcon got to marry Burreez to Princess Miitra.”

      Norrei, Mckenzie remembered, was not the first name of the lord, but the Phornian title. The male equivalent to Norha. However, the knowledge didn’t help her one bit when she held Bureez’s gaze and his smirk dripped like oil across her body.

      “Where I come from,” Mckenzie said as she deliberately turned her head to face the lady, just so she wouldn’t need to look at the Dumcon boy, “we don’t guess who will be the next king or queen. We no longer have such a thing.”

      “Oh, but I must disagree, Norha Mckenzie.” The lady smiled knowingly. “Is it not so that a certain king claimed the lands of Sives?”

      So news had traveled to all corners of Neredyn. “He can claim Sives all he wants. As long as the Lords of Ackwood and Eedwood are still standing, the north belongs to them.”

      “Is that so?” The lady lifted an eyebrow, dark and thin and kohl-lined.

      For a brief moment, Mckenzie wished she’d been seated next to Bureez Dumcon instead. At least, he tried to be charming while this lady—

      Mckenzie turned her gaze to Taghi for help and found the prince watching her already, the frown etched deeper into his features than before. The moment their eyes met, the room around them ceased to exist, and she could happily ignore the jabbering lady, the colors of the food, the ache in her chest.

      It was only when Nazanin rose to her feet the room actually did fall silent and Taghi dropped his gaze.

      “Thank you all for your company on this most difficult of days that we had to bury the King of Phornes, my brother. People all over Phornes are sharing this traditional meal with us today, in their homes, connected to us through prayers and thoughts. But we also have some delegations here with us. Norrei Bureez Dumcon”—she gestured at him, and Mckenzie couldn’t help but feel his eyes on her—“who is helping out his uncle, the esteemed head of House Dumcon during these difficult times at court. Norrei Belphesis”—Nazanin elegantly turned her hand toward the far end of the table where a round-faced man was inclining his head at the queen—“and Norha Darmel”—she gestured at the woman next to Mckenzie, who had put on a serious, almost festive face—“ all of who will be representing the different regions of Phornes for the next few months until it is decided if there will be a new election for the throne or if we will place an interim monarch at my side. Out of respect for the memory of the late King of Phornes, we will not decide right away. And out of respect for the voices of all parts of our kingdom, we will include the council of their representatives.”

      Murmurs filled the room, and Lady Darmel uttered under her breath, “What exciting times lie ahead of us.”

      Mckenzie didn’t find the times present or ahead even remotely exciting. “What is exciting about bloodshed and misery?” She hadn’t meant to speak the words, but the lady had caught them and turned toward her.

      “Times of war are times of change, child. You’ll learn that as you grow older. Phornes has changed rulers many times, and each of them is a new chance to establish a more stable, more conservative rule.” She scolded Mckenzie with dark eyes.

      “Conservative?”

      In response, Lady Esmira’s eyes wandered to the low-cut neckline of Mckenzie’s dress.

      Mckenzie didn’t need to ask which reign the lady would favor, Saza Brina or Dumcon. Thank the gods, Nazanin ended her speech with words of thanks to the entire court for their support in the difficult times to come. Then, the meal continued.

      Mckenzie was halfway through a dessert of nuts and honey when Lady Esmira excused herself and headed to a table of heavier spirits where some other guests had gathered in animated conversation, some toasting to King Shyrrik’s name, some to the queen. The scent of cinnamon and sweet spices filled the room as did a general sense of mingling.

      For a while, Mckenzie sat there, observing the crowd as it slowly dispersed from the table and small groups formed here and there. Laughter sounded from near the mosaicked wall, weaving through the music, and the music assumed happier tunes until people were dancing, celebrating life so close to death.

      In Sives, there wouldn’t have been a feast like this or dancing.

      “You look like you could use some entertainment,” Bureez Dumcon startled her from her thoughts as he sat in the chair Lady Esmira had left empty.

      Much as she’d have liked to run, the better option was to find a few polite words and quickly excuse herself. Surely, even a Dumcon would understand that she was tired after a long day of ceremonies.

      “I’m not sure if entertainment is what I need, Norrei Bureez, but if you call this dinner entertainment, then consider me entertained.”

      Bureez laughed and gestured at the dance floor. “May I invite you to a dance, Norha Mckenzie?”

      While Mckenzie still considered, Taghi’s tall shape appeared behind the man like a looming warning.

      “Actually”—she smiled at Bureez—“I would love to dance.” She got to her feet and stifled a laugh at Taghi’s expression when she patted the Dumcon boy’s shoulder. “But I believe the prince outranks you with his request.” She held out a hand to Taghi as if he’d asked her to dance and couldn’t help her grin spreading wide enough to hurt. “Shall we?”

      She didn’t wait until Taghi led the way, but aimed for the area where other couples were dancing the moment Taghi took her hand. Bureez’s stare followed her all the way to the other side of the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Taghi Saza Brina eyed Mckenzie with careful fascination as he led her past Nazanin’s advisors, who all lifted their gazes from their glasses, pausing their conversations at the sight of their prince with the Sivesian lady.

      Mckenzie averted her eyes, focusing on Taghi instead. Above his shoulder, she spotted Bureez Dumcon chatting with his uncle.

      “So… Bureez Dumcon apparently has a death wish,” she opened the conversation, earning a quizzical expression from Taghi.

      “What makes you think that?”

      Leaning into his arm as he slowly spun them around, Mckenzie focused on how uncomfortable Bureez made her feel. Anything was better than acknowledging in public the heat Taghi’s hands sent through her. She swallowed.

      “It’s the second time he approached me today.”

      Taghi ground his teeth. “He won’t approach you again.”

      “And why is that?” Mckenzie lifted a brow.

      “Because I can’t have you kill him. It would be a bloody mess.”

      At Taghi’s words, Mckenzie burst out in a brief laugh. Then she remembered that they were dancing at a funeral and that it was impious to joke about death.

      “I thought you wanted to keep your distance from me.”

      “You made it pretty clear you’d rather be killed than stay away.”

      Who was impious here? Mckenzie tried to keep her stubbornness under control. “I am rather fond of my heartbeat.”

      “So we are dancing.” Taghi gave her a look of the long-suffering. “I will dance with Miitra, too, and with random ladies here in this room so it won’t feel like you are the only one.”

      “I am the only one,” she whispered, and Taghi’s small smile told her that he’d heard every word.

      “For the rest of my life.”

      “I do hope so.”

      “Hope?”

      “Want.”

      “Need,” Taghi corrected and pulled her in a bit closer so her front brushed his.

      “Are you sure the way we are dancing leaves any doubts about how close exactly we are?”

      Taghi considered her for a moment then loosened his hold a few inches. “Better.”

      Mckenzie shook her head.

      He let go even further. “Now?”

      “You’re awful at this,” Mckenzie informed him, curling her fingers slightly into the sleeve of his black finery. Gods, how different he looked when he was dressed up like this. And how she longed for those weeks on the way to the White Death and back when Miitra and Muriel had been the only ones she’d needed to worry about when stealing secret glances at him.

      Of course, she hadn’t forgotten that, back then, she’d needed to forbid her heart from feeling what it was now allowed to. But she’d had to restrain herself just as much then as now.

      “What did he want from you?” Taghi returned to the topic of Bureez Dumcon.

      Mckenzie shrugged. “Dance… Either he’s bored, or he’s trying to make allies in this court who don’t know enough about the Dumcon reign.”

      Taghi narrowed his eyes. “Did you want to dance with him? If you were about to dance with him and I disturbed you … by all means, I can step back.”

      Mckenzie laughed, and it was an unbothered, bell-like sound that startled her back into silence as she locked gazes with Taghi. “We all know how great you are at stepping back.”

      He raised an eyebrow, and had they not been dancing, Mckenzie was certain he’d have folded his arms across his chest.

      “I want to dance with you, Taghi. For the rest of my life.”

      A flicker of that fire she loved so much entered his gaze as he steered her away from the bulk of dancers, past his mother, who gave her son a conspiratorial smile.

      Then it dawned on her. “By the gods… She knows.”

      “Knows what?” Taghi innocently cocked his head.

      “About us.”

      “Everyone suspects about us.”

      It was true, in a way, the court suspected something to eventually happen between them. But how many of them expected more than a brief affair, now that the Princess of Lapidos was out of the way?

      Mckenzie merely shook her head. “No…. No, she knows. That we’re engaged, I mean.”

      Taghi smiled, the secrets of the entire kingdom shimmering in his eyes as he bent lower an inch. “How else should I have asked her for the ring my father gave her for their engagement?”

      Mckenzie almost stumbled over her own feet. She surely forgot to close her mouth, for a moment later, Taghi chuckled and stopped them, stepping back and bowing at the waist like a perfect courtier. “Norha Mckenzie.” He turned and walked back to where Miitra was sitting at the table, spooning a second helping of dessert into her mouth, and Mckenzie stared after him like the fool she was.

      “Come, Norha Mckenzie,” Nalesh saved her from yet another Bureez Dumcon moment by stepping to her side and gesturing at the door. “It’s time to leave these halls.”

      She didn’t dare continue staring at the prince, so she gladly followed Nalesh down the hallway and back up the stairs to where just another night of wishing she could be close to Taghi would eat her up. But, this time, she knew that with his mother informed, there was no turning back for him either. And the next time she was alone with him, she’d show him exactly how appealing his commitment made him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She woke with no recollection of how she’d gotten into the stone cave full of ice and terror. What she did remember was that she’d once dreamt of sunshine and grain fields and a scent that had no name. That had been a time when her hands had belonged to herself, her legs had walked where she commanded, and her eyes looked where she intended. A different life full of something more than the bare stone ground beneath her feet, the layer of frost covering the walls, and the fogging air forced in and out of her lungs.

      She remembered a purpose. Something she’d been trying to do, somewhere she’d been trying to go. But there was a vast hole of turbulent darkness where all that had once been thriving. She was nothing now.

      “My lord,” a familiar voice made her body turn away from the rocks to face a woman she’d seen before, but couldn’t remember. Her eyes halted on the young, pretty face, and she recognized the curtsey as a graceful routine the woman must have grown up with.

      “Selloue.” Her own voice floated with icy elegance, and she could have sworn she hadn’t intended to speak at all. But the words continued flowing of their own volition. “What have you brought me?”

      The woman inclined her head as she was beckoned to right herself—beckoned by the hand that was moving on its own as well.

      “News, my lord, from Ackwood,” Selloue informed her—him… She was no longer sure what she was. Only that she remembered having a female body. But the woman kept calling her my lord. She tried to think of the last time she’d been called by a name, if she even had one. But there was only darkness and that cold, cold haze that made her cringe from its depths.

      “Speak,” she commanded in that icy voice that didn’t sound like herself.

      The woman curtseyed again. “The Lord of Ackwood was prepared, my lord. He had aid from the army of the Prince of Lapidos.”

      Her hands balled into fists at her side, but it wasn’t she who commanded them. An icy grasp folded her fingers in one by one. She tried to relax them.

      Nothing happened.

      “So our young lord learned to hold his own in war. How sweet.” She shuddered at her own words. “How did he take the dragon?”

      Dragon. There had been something. Scales, fire, turquoise light. The scent of soot and seared flesh and blood crept into her nose, and she caught a glimpse of her hand as it was lifted in a gracious gesture at the woman by the cave entrance.

      Bloodied bandages adorned her wrists where shackles had held her not too long ago. If only she could remember why… Where she was… Who she was…

      “The dragon was slain by that very same prince.”

      She heard it then, for the first time, the voice that wasn’t hers inside her mind. That disobedient beast cost me a battle and a dragon. And all she could think of was to run, to scream, to hide. To do anything but allow her thoughts to follow his as they carried her to the sunlit ruin of marble and granite where, in a puddle of water, a black dragon was sinking to the floor, blood spluttering from its chest.

      She knew that dragon. Had seen it before in his mind.

      But that had been before she’d become this useless shell that was steered by someone else.

      By him.

      Had her body allowed it, she’d have gasped for air. But that new presence in her head owned everything she was, everything she had to give. Her muscles, her blood, her bones. And deep in the core of herself…

      A flicker of magic sprang to life.

      And as if he was following all of her thoughts with the eyes of a hawk, he grasped that bit of magic as well and forced her lips into a cruel curve. I’ve been waiting for you to wake up, my dear, he purred into her mind, and the icy haze formed into fingers and quenched the spark of fire springing to life inside her chest.
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      Brax and the Lord of Eedwood had spent the better part of the past few days in the palace library where, Brax had to admit, time ran faster than anywhere else on the premises. Particularly slowly, it progressed during his hours at the bedside of Prince Leonidas. He’d skipped his evening visit there tonight for the benefit of doing more research as he’d promised the sleeping prince this morning. Research about the dragons who had turned into human form.

      “This sounds promising,” Armand called from the other end of the room where he’d curled up on one of the stone benches beneath the windows.

      Brax shifted so he could see the lord between rows of shelves. “Which one?”

      Armand held up a tome, shaking it slightly, and dust danced off the leather binding, scattering in the pale afternoon light. “This one is about the forgotten folk.”

      Brax took the poetry book he was browsing with him as he joined Armand, leaning on the windowsill.

      “I’ve never heard of the forgotten folk.”

      “That’s because they are forgotten,” Armand pointed out with a grin that he’d rarely seen. Genuinely amused, witty—the lord who he could be in times of peace.

      Brax chuckled. “Obviously. So tell me more.”

      Armand flipped the book open to a page he’d marked with the gold-woven string with wooden carvings of little creatures at the end serving as a bookmark. “It speaks of a people able to shift form as a gift of the gods.” Armand looked up over the rim of the tome. “Why do you have such a book in this library and don’t know it exists? It’s probably more valuable than all prayer books distributed by the Order.”

      Oh, Brax was sure there were enough prayer books in this library. “I’m sure one could read day and night and still not be able to go through all the books here in this library in a lifetime.”

      “Depends on the lifetime, I would think.” Armand had a point. “I’m sure your former chancellor would have long finished every last book in his lifetime.”

      “Unfortunately, he is not here to inquire about his findings.” Brax thought back on the powerful creature that had advised his father for so many years. “He could report firsthand on the vulnerabilities of the Dragon King.”

      Armand gave him a look that made Brax want to squirm because the message, even if unspoken, was all too clear.

      Brax only nodded. Yes, he was aware that vulnerabilities in the Dragon King meant that the Dragon King’s body was part of those. Which would mean that, eventually, his brother would have to die.

      “I’ve made my peace with losing Josh.” It hurt to speak the words, but they were true nonetheless. After all these months of wondering if he might have prevented all the deaths caused by Raynar Leyon, Brax Brenheran knew that sacrificing Gandrett in order to bring down Josh in the great hall after the summer solstice would have been the smarter idea.

      Armand inclined his head. “I stabbed him in Eedwood,” he reminded Brax, face turning too pale and slightly greenish at the memory. “I was ready then, and I will be ready again when the time comes.”

      Brax placed his hand over his heart. “Perhaps I made a mistake in letting him go to make sure Gandrett lived. But Gandrett is more than a friend. She is a fighter as deadly as the best soldiers I’ve seen. If anyone can kill Raynar, it’s her. And with her ties to the Fae through the Prince of Ulfray…” He curled his fingers across his tunic until his fist rested upon his sternum. “Ackwood and Eedwood are not enough—not after our losses. Leonidas’s army is a great support. But we fought only one battle outside Ackwood, and we’ve been decimated by one-third.”

      His gaze wandered out the window to the tops of the soldiers’ tents beyond the city walls. “We can’t continue like this. Not without more support. Not with the Fae coming.”

      “We don’t know yet why they are coming,” Armand reminded him.

      As if they had summoned the evil from beyond the Ulfrayan borders by talking about them, a knock on the door, followed by the silent entrance of a servant, made both Brax and Armand shoot to their feet.

      “Apologies, my lords.” The woman curtsied and took a step farther into the room. “There is a Fae messenger at the palace gates.”

      All thoughts of the forgotten folk, the Dragon King, and Gandrett’s skills with a sword left Brax’s mind as he rushed past the woman with a brief “thank you” and ran down the stairs, followed by the Lord of Eedwood.

      By the time they reached the entrance hall, a small group of guards had assembled around them, ready to try their luck against a band of immortal, magic-wielding soldiers.

      “I’ve got archers positioned on the battlements, my lord,” the commander on duty informed him.

      Brax merely inclined his head, not daring to think if arrows would do anything to bring down a Fae. Instead, he took his cloak from the hands of the servant bustling toward him and shrugged it on. No need to face the power of centuries shivering like a child in icy waters.

      He didn’t bother to draw the knife at his hip, for that ridiculous little thing would surely do nothing against a hulk like Nehelon.

      Beside him, Armand had slipped into the cloak Celius had brought him, and together, they stepped through the opening doors to meet the Fae.

      Brax slithered to a halt atop the stairs in the brisk afternoon air, staring at the creature striding up to them on swift feet.

      Not a powerfully built male like Nehelon Idresea, but a delicate female shape, whose only armor was pieces of leather on her shoulders and forearms atop a long, woollen dress.

      “Welcome to Ackwood,” he managed to get out as he blatantly stared at the inhuman beauty.

      Leonidas, he thought, would laugh at him and remind him of the day when he’d shared that he was an admirer of beauty in general.

      Brax smiled to himself, the tension in his gut easing enough to pull himself up to his full height as the female stopped at the bottom of the stairs, assessing the display of weapons on the guards surrounding Brax and Armand.

      “The way you are greeting me with steel rather than a friendly face, Lord of Ackwood, doesn’t make me feel welcome at all.” The female craned her neck to study the spires, the battlements, probably aware of every single archer hidden between stone and wood. Her golden features relaxed into a smile. “But the commander prepared me to encounter prejudice. You don’t disappoint.”

      Baffled, Brax searched for words and found none.

      The female’s smile broadened in a way that made Brax wonder if she was about to draw some hidden weapon, too, or if she’d simply use magic to wipe them off the stairs.

      “I’m here under the banner of the King of Ulfray,” the female continued after a moment of silent anticipation of the first arrow to zoom, the first sword to be drawn.

      “The king,” Brax repeated like a complete fool. “What does the King of Ulfray want from Ackwood?” He knew enough about Neredynian history to be aware of the twin princes of Ulfray and the rule Valyn Idresea had taken over before the Fae had fallen dormant.

      The female laughed and strolled up the stairs, unimpressed by the numerous blades sliding from their sheaths, until she came to a halt a few steps from Brax and Armand. “I believe, Lord of Ackwood, that you want something from our king, or he wouldn’t have sent us to your aid.”

      The swords didn’t move as the female extended a hand in formal greeting to the Lord of Ackwood. And Brax’s breath didn’t leave his lungs until he decided that, if the legends were true and Fae couldn’t lie, he might as well be accommodating and forget his fear for a moment.

      “You’re here to help?” He felt Armand tense beside him even when the Lord of Eedwood’s face gave away nothing.

      “I am,” the female confirmed with a nod. “We are.”

      “With what?” Armand eventually joined the conversation, Celius stepping up to his side.

      The female gave a wide smile that reminded Brax of butterflies and budding flowers, her hair flowing like a sheet of precious metal behind her. “The king says we have a Dragon King to get rid of. And if there is any hope to prevent what happened seven hundred years ago, the only way will be for Fae and humans to unite once more.” She shrugged at the staring guards, waved at the archers above, and winked. “But maybe we should take this conversation to a more private setting where I’m not at such a risk of being pierced from multiple directions.”

      Brax swallowed the lump of surprise in his throat as the female spoke so freely. He also stared at the still-extended hand and decided that it was time to at least pretend this could work. With freezing fingers, he placed his palm in hers.

      “Good choice, Lord of Ackwood,” the female chirped, squeezing with the firm grasp of a soldier.

      Brax was immediately convinced that it had been a bad idea to shake hands with her, but Armand offered his own, the smile of the unbothered courtier on his lips. “It’s an honor to meet another one of the fair folk.”

      The Fae let go of Brax, who heaved a breath of relief, and angled her head as if trying to read from Armand’s hazel eyes if he was joking. “You met our king?”

      “Not your king, but Prince Nehelon Idresea, who briefly visited my court a while ago.”

      “A while in human time perception is less than a heartbeat for a Fae,” the female pointed out, but her face smoothed over, curious caution retreating behind what felt like an honest smile. “You probably haven’t heard the news, Lord of Eedwood, I assume”—she waited for Armand to confirm his identity with a nod before she continued—“but Valyn Idresea is no longer the King of Ulfray. Nehelon is. And his Mate, our queen, you’ve met, if I can believe the stories that have been told in Lei’Vreah.” The female turned to Brax, wisdom in her ocean-deep eyes. “You, too, Lord of Ackwood.”

      Brax tried—tried and failed—to digest what the female had shared with them. But there was something in the way she looked at him that made him wonder, “Who is the queen?”

      An awed expression entered the female’s gaze and a silent sorrow that Brax couldn’t understand as she bowed her head and said, “Queen Gandrett, Savior of the Fae.”

      Brax forgot to breathe altogether as he turned to Armand for his thoughts and found the lord equally speechless.

      

      Mug of hot tea in his hands, Armand Denderlain was leaning back in his chair as he tried to wrap his head around the recent developments. Across the table, Brax seemed to be still struggling for words as he swirled burgundy wine in a crystal glass.

      “Do you think we can trust them?”

      Brax shook his head at Armand’s question, not declining the trustworthiness of the Fae, Armand was convinced, but for lack of an answer.

      “Do you trust them?” he bounced back the question.

      Armand pondered for a moment. It was really all he’d been doing since the Fae female had retreated with the suggestion to meet the next day with the commander of the Fae army. King Nehelon’s army. Armand swallowed. And Gandrett … a queen? How that was even possible, he wasn’t sure he could ever figure out without the aid of the creatures whose trustworthiness yet had to be established.

      “Gandrett would never send someone to destroy us,” Brax pointed out, and Armand couldn’t help but agree.

      “She wouldn’t. But what about the king?” He tried to imagine the pensive man whom he’d believed to be human. Gandrett’s Mate. He’d heard about such a thing. Fated, soul-bonded, whatever someone wanted to say. But it was a type of relationship deeper than any human love could ever reach. What he thought about that, he yet had to decide.

      “If he loves Gandrett, he’ll not do anything to hurt her. And she was ready to die to protect us when Raynar took Josh.” Again, Brax was right.

      “So you think we can trust them?”

      Brax fell silent, eyes on the flames in the hearth and his features playing with a multitude of emotions that Armand couldn’t place.

      “I believe,” Celius threw in from his chair next to Armand, and twirled his knife in his hands in an artful motion that was too graceful for a seasoned soldier, and spoke of the man’s love for his profession, “that we can’t be picky with whose help we accept. And they haven’t asked for a price, have they?”

      “A Fae bargain?” Brax inquired, finally tearing his gaze away from the flames.

      Armand shuddered at the thought of what the Fae could want in exchange for the service of an army.

      “If they asked for Ackwood … would you give it to them?” Armand asked after elaborating in his mind until he arrived at the only logical conclusion.

      “You think they want territory?” Brax didn’t hide his tired outrage.

      “What else do we have to give?” Celius remarked, and Armand yet again was reminded of the invaluable skills and experience of Celius. When Armand looked at it that way, there truly wasn’t anything other than dissecting Sives into segments to hand to the Fae in exchange for their aid.

      “We won’t consider giving anything unless we are asked for it,” Brax clarified. “What good is it to defend Sives against an immortal ruler of terrifying power if we have to give it up to another one of the same sort in order to achieve it?”

      “You are not seriously comparing Raynar Leyon to Nehelon Idresea,” Celius inquired.

      Armand merely thought of Gandrett, her smile, the moment he’d realized there was more to her than the daughter of a merchant of jeweled weapons as she’d pretended to be when she’d deceived him all those months ago—almost a year, he realized. In a few months, winter would give way to spring, and the Fest of Blossoms would announce a new cycle in the lands of Neredyn.

      “No, he isn’t,” Armand commented as he turned to Brax. “I think he’s merely concerned about what else we’ll need to sacrifice before the end.”

      And in Brax’s eyes, he could read that lands weren’t the only concern on the Lord of Ackwood’s mind. He’d already lost the Prince of Lapidos to the silence of a coma without the knowledge of when and if he’d ever open his eyes again.

      “We’ll meet with them tomorrow,” Brax only said. “No offers of snippets of Sives. No promises. Nothing until we know what is really going on.”

      “And if they are here to betray us?” Celius asked, unafraid of the silent ire in Brax’s gaze.

      “Let’s hope the legends are true and Fae can’t lie.”

      “If the prince was awake, we could ask him about that. I’m sure he knows more about the Fae than any of us,” Celius suggested.

      Armand cut him a warning glance. Yes, they’d come to be friends over the past months of fighting together, or running together, but Brax was still the Lord of Ackwood, and with everything they’d observed in the way Brax suffered from Leonidas’s sleeping absence, Armand was sure Celius’s words would hurt the lord.

      Surprisingly, Brax’s features didn’t even twitch. Instead, he got to his feet, pulling his cloak back over his shoulders. “Let’s hope the prince wakes up soon. There is more than one topic I’d welcome his council on.” He turned to Armand. “Maybe we should return to the library to educate ourselves on the forgotten folk so, when Leonidas wakes up, we can harass him with all the questions we have no answers to.”

      Or we ask the Fae. Armand didn’t suggest it, responding with an indulgent nod of his head instead, and followed Brax to the library, Celius behind them.
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      How bad of a hand could anyone deal him? Drew sorted through the cards in his fingers, wondering if there was any move he could make that would allow him a chance at winning.

      Across from him, Kepha beamed.

      “Don’t tell me you know I’m losing,” he shot at her.

      Kepha shrugged. “You know how it is with my visions…”

      “Don’t tell me you’re having visions about cards,” Surel demanded and rolled her eyes.

      Even Palvin rolled his eyes, but for entirely different reasons. Knowing the male well enough by now, Drew was convinced that Palvin’s facial expression was that of indulgent exasperation, for when it came to the Phornian Seer, Palvin seemed to become the most tame grump he’d ever been. Still a grump, but one ready to go buy candy in the middle of the night if the girl asked for it.

      “Would the two of you stop it already?” Kepha threw up her empty hand, gesturing at Palvin and Surel. “I saw that, and I don’t like it.”

      “I don’t like it when I lose,” Drew stated and earned a laugh from the child.

      “You didn’t roll your eyes. You’re good.”

      “How can I be good if I’m losing at cards?”

      “There are worse things you can lose at,” Surel pointed out, her statement supported by the rare agreement of Palvin.

      This time, it was Kepha who rolled her eyes. “Find yourself someone who has time to listen to your whining.”

      Drew gave her an incredulous look. “We’re stuck at a Fae palace with nothing to really do but wait until Nehelon and Gandrett decide it’s time to pack our things and move into battle. We have nothing but time.”

      Kepha fell unusually silent, her bright eyes hiding behind her set of cards. “Your turn,” she eventually said to Surel, who was still laughing at Palvin’s facial expression.

      The Vala-blessed tossed a card onto the table with a challenging look at Drew, who was next. Of course, he could in no way win this. Gods.

      He sighed and gingerly placed his pisspoor card on top of Surel’s.

      Palvin shot him a glance that suggested Drew’d start crying the next moment.

      “The three of you are really horrible, you know that, right?” He leaned back in his chair and picked up his water glass, deliberating over making it splinter by freezing the rose-scented liquid inside.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Palvin warned.

      “Gandrett would hate it if you shattered her dishes,” Kepha agreed.

      “And Nehelon…” Surel chimed in.

      Drew didn’t get to fire his smart retort at them when a movement outside the window caught his attention, and he leaped to his feet a moment before Palvin. He couldn’t even spend a thought on how proud he should probably be that he’d reacted faster than the warrior now peering out the window beside him, for the snow in the gardens behind the palace had opened into a massive hole, and those saber-toothed creatures were creeping out of it, their leathery skin becoming sprinkles in a layer of the icy powder as they slithered through it.

      “Maraoul.” Palvin cursed, hands already at his throwing stars, and shoved Drew away from the window, flattening him against the nearest wall.

      “Down,” the warrior commanded. “Everyone down. If they see you, they’ll come right for you.”

      “Through the windows?” Surel whispered incredulously as she lowered herself to all fours and crawled away from the window, Kepha right behind her.

      “It wouldn’t surprise me,” Drew whispered back. The last time the Maraoul had attacked with Valyn, the snow had been soaked in blood. But today—“The guards will take care of them, won’t they?”

      Palvin grunted something noncommittal as he let go of Drew, hand sliding down Drew’s arm, grasping his hand, and a shiver that had nothing to do with fear of the monsters outside befell Drew.

      “Before you even consider going out there, Surel”—Palvin turned to her and crouched under the windowsill, tugging Drew down with him—“there is no way you’ll be any more lucky than the last time.”

      Surel was about to object, but Palvin cut her off, “Last time, Valyn found you, and his teeth, however little I want them at my throat, at least are not poisonous. But if a Maraoul gets you—” He released Drew’s hand, leaving it surprisingly cold, and dragged a finger across his throat in a clear display of how dead Surel would be at an encounter with Maraoul teeth.

      Surel’s throat bobbed.

      “So what do we do?” Drew prompted, his magic collecting in his palms on instinct.

      Palvin shot him a dark look. “Let’s see if the Lord of Autumn’s army is truly ready to defend Nehelon’s throne.”

      Before Drew could point out that his own powers might be helpful when it came to slowing the Maraoul, Surel shot to her feet in a replay of the winter solstice and headed for the door.

      “Where are you going?” Drew was there in an instant, catching her before she could even reach the threshold, and for once, he was grateful for his new Fae physique, his speed and strength, and everything else that came with his recently revealed heritage.

      Surel gnashed her teeth as she found herself caught. “Valyn,” she merely said as if that was explanation enough.

      But the latter strode in from the hallway, lips curling back from his teeth as he spotted Drew’s arms restraining Surel.

      “Get your half-breed fingers off her,” he hissed as he came to a halt a foot from the Vala-blessed, hands shaking.

      On the floor, Kepha raised both brows at the former king. “Drew is saving her life rather than helping himself to some body heat, Valyn.” She crossed the space to Drew’s side on all fours and only straightened to her full height when she was as close to him as Valyn to Surel. “Now would be the right time for one of your eye-rolls,” the girl said to Surel before she braced her hands on her hips and gave the male behind the woman a damning look. “Did you, Valyn Idresea, or did you not summon the Maraoul in the gardens?”

      Valyn’s gaze drifted to Palvin crouching under the windowsill first, then to the snowy grounds beyond it, his face going slightly pale. “I did not.”

      His eyes wandered back to Surel, who had an equally damning look ready for him, and he lifted his hands in defense. “I promise I didn’t. You know I can’t lie.”

      “Nobody cares if you can or cannot lie, Valyn,” Drew shot at him. “At least, I don’t, as long as you make true on your words from a few days ago that you can still command them.”

      Drew shuddered as he spoke the challenge, but it was really the easiest way out of this situation. And he truly didn’t feel like going out there and fighting.

      Palvin seemed to agree before he ducked out from under the windowsill, his gaze pinned on Nehelon’s twin, and lifted the throwing stars as if in warning. “This is your chance to impress us, Valyn.”

      Drew’s fingers slipped off Surel’s arm, his own arm unwrapping her from his grasp since she’d long stopped fighting, her attention gliding between the Maraoul outside and the royal Fae male who was now almost touching her.

      Valyn fashioned a smile. “Very well.” He pulled up his sleeves as if he was going to get his hands dirty, but did nothing more than stride over to the window and open it with his magic from a few feet away.

      Both Palvin and Drew tensed to fight, and so did Surel. Even Kepha picked up the poker from the hearth a few steps away before she lowered her center of gravity. “What, by Hel, is he doing?” she asked, and Palvin shifted in front of her, effectively blocking her from the Maraoul’s view.

      “Let’s hope not inviting them to a tea-party,” Palvin growled.

      “That would be a problem,” Kepha retorted. “Especially since there is no tea.”

      “Maybe they play cards,” Surel offered.

      Valyn’s head whipped around at her remark, and Drew could have sworn the corner of his lips tilted up. But he opened his mouth and shouted at the horde of creatures in the ice and snow a string of words of a language Drew didn’t understand. And for a moment, he thought that it was working, that the beasts were retreating.

      Then they burst into what had to be the most ear-curling battle cries Drew could imagine any creature anywhere had ever made, and the first of them launched itself through the window at Valyn, claws reaching for the male and mouth wide with its deadly, yellow teeth ready to sink into Fae flesh.

      Palvin’s throwing star was the first weapon to reach them, hitting right between the Maraoul’s eyes, taking it down to make way for the next while Valyn seemed to only now understand that whatever he’d been trying to tell the monsters hadn’t come across. And rather than crawling back into the hole they’d crept from, they were now attacking him.

      “Get Kepha out of here,” Drew told Surel, who was staring at Valyn like there was nothing else in Neredyn she’d rather look at, and from the expression on her face, he wasn’t entirely convinced it was because she was enjoying his epic failure. “Now.” He darted toward Valyn, summoning the ice in his veins to his fingertips once more where it danced until it met his sword.

      Outside, the palace guards had found the Maraoul, their blades and magic ripping the creatures apart one by one. But each time one Maraoul went down, another one sprang up from the hole, taking its place on the battlefield.

      “Where are they coming from?” Valyn asked as if still baffled that his mighty plan didn’t work. “Why aren’t they leaving?”

      “Maybe because you changed loyalties,” Surel offered, and once more, Valyn’s focus wandered from the monsters coming for him as if her voice was a magical lure. “Damnit.” Surel jerked her hand up, and with it, a rope of water braided itself from Drew’s glass, thin and elegant and, how Drew learned as it sliced off a Maraoul’s head, deadly.

      Valyn’s own magic joined the fray with a blast, sending a group of Maraoul flying back toward the guards outside, who staggered away in panic from the poisonous teeth angling at them.

      With a glance at Kepha, Drew reassured himself she was still there. The girl gave him a brave smile. “Go up to your room. Lock the door. Don’t come out until one of us comes to get you.”

      Much to his surprise, Kepha obeyed, the poker raised over her shoulder shaking in her hands as she made for the door.

      The moment she was gone, Drew allowed his full focus on the battle, and without another thought, he launched his magic into the blood-spraying busyness.

      While the guards outside had circled the hole, slaying the newly arriving Maraoul, Palvin, Valyn, and Surel were taking apart whatever entered the room. That left Drew with the one task he’d seen Nehelon take during the solstice. He might have been the only one to truly do it.

      With a deep breath, he channeled his magic into the snow above the ground, sending all his will into the task as he, little by little, shifted it into the tunnel the Maraoul had dug. More and more little patches of snow dribbled into it like droplets of water. Only, this was already frozen.

      “What are you doing?” Palvin hissed, throwing star zooming from his hand, guided by the power of air and storm as he sent it through an approaching Maraoul’s arm that was reaching for Valyn.

      “Filling the hole,” Drew gritted out between clenched teeth.

      This wasn’t working. At least, not the way Nehelon had solidified the ground into an unbreakable layer of marble. This was pathetic.

      “Go for their blood.”

      And by the gods, Palvin was right. Drew knew, in the way his own blood sang at the thought, that this might work.

      The strain became heavy enough that Drew felt the need for support and reached for the wall. But instead of the wooden panel of the sitting room, he found himself braced against Palvin’s chest.

      The male gave him a grim smile as he placed one hand atop Drews while he sent and summoned his throwing stars over and over again with the other. “Do it.”

      Drew nodded. He would at least try as more and more Maraoul poured in through the window, the guards outside tiring, some already fallen.

      “Where is the Autumn army?” Surel cursed as she whipped the string of water at a Maraoul’s face, the beast whimpering at the lash.

      Valyn whirled past her, taking down the creature with a precise slice of his blade.

      This was the Fae male who had fought seven hundred years ago at Nehelon’s side, who’d killed dragons and beheaded the dragon king. This was a force to be reckoned with—and even he wasn’t enough to stop the Maraoul. At least, not alone.

      Drew closed his eyes, leaving his life in Palvin’s hands, and flushed a wave of ice through the window, praying to Vala, to Hel, and surely to Galloris that he wouldn’t freeze over the Vala-blessed or her Mate. The gods knew, no matter how much Surel hated Valyn now, she’d hate Drew forever if he took away the chance at making up her own mind by ridding the world of the bastard of a male.

      The scream came first and then the sound of shattering ice.

      When Drew opened his eyes, all four of them were staring at the frozen pieces of shattered Maraoul scattered at Valyn and Surel’s feet.

      For a heartbeat, no one seemed to breathe, not even the monsters in the rows behind the ones Drew had frozen over. Then, with the fury of the gods, the Maraoul came for him. In a line of poisonous teeth and deadly claws, they came for him. And all Drew could do was grasp for the wall as Palvin spun out from under his hand, his magic raging around him like a storm of vengeance.

      Drew staggered back a few steps, forcing his focus to his body, to diving into the depth of his magic if it was still there or all depleted. He’d frozen the Fae Falls over, for the gods’ sake. A few Maraoul couldn’t have been all he was capable of.

      There, it lingered, coiled at the bottom of the cache that seemed drilled deep into his self, gleaming like frosty silver and pale sunlight. Panting, Drew reached for it, hooked his will into the tendrils rising like fog, and tugged while, all around him, screams and metal on flesh formed a cacophony of battle and death.

      “Watch out!” Palvin’s shout startled him to rip on the magic with full force as he turned to face the whirl of steel and claws. The next moment, something hit him in the chest. Not a sharp item, but solid and hard enough to knock the breath from him.

      Drew staggered back, hands failing to get a hold of the wall, of the backrest of the settee, or the table. And as he fell, the bloodied maw of a Maraoul grinning down at him, his magic left him in a blast, consuming the creature with glacial power the likes of which Drew had not even felt when freezing the Fae Falls.

      From the corner of his eye, he noticed Palvin rushing to his side, crashing to his knees by his shoulder, but his vision faded as exhaustion thoroughly pulled him into darkness.
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      “Of course, he isn’t dead,” Palvin’s voice woke him from a deep slumber. “Or he wouldn’t be breathing, obviously.”

      Kepha’s chuckle followed his words, as well as a grunt that had to be Valyn’s, for right on his other side, Surel’s charming tone demanded, “Can someone get the no-longer king out of this room?”

      “I’m not doing anything, Surel,” Valyn claimed as if offended or exasperated or both, and Drew, despite the hollow feeling in his chest, wanted to smile.

      “Can you all shut up for a moment?” Palvin growled into the room. “Or make yourselves scarce.”

      Kepha laughed. “He’s fine, Palvin.”

      “And how do you know that?” Again, Palvin’s tone was near deadly. “He emptied his magical reserves; he was close to burnout.”

      “Was,” Kepha repeated. “Was, Palvin. That means he is no longer close to it.”

      Kepha’s small hands touched Drew’s arm, making warmth spread through his body.

      “What are you doing to him,” Palvin demanded.

      “Making sure he recovers.” Kepha’s voice was near Drew’s ear now.

      He opened his eyes to find her grinning down at him.

      “Good morning.”

      Drew didn’t shrink back, even when Palvin’s face appeared on his other side, equally close.

      “Is he awake?” Surel said from somewhere by the window.

      “He is,” Valyn confirmed. “Can’t you hear the change in his breathing and heartbeat?”

      Surel grunted in frustration. “I’m human, Valyn. Human.” It was really all she needed to say to remind them all that, between the five of them, after Kepha, Surel was the most breakable. And she’d stayed with them, fought with her water magic, and beheaded Maraoul as if it were nothing.

      “What—” Drew peered into Kepha’s bright eyes for a moment, realizing that the warmth coming from her hands was accompanied by a familiar glow. “What are you doing?”

      Jerking into a sitting position, he slid away from the girl.

      Kepha shrugged and folded her arms over her chest. “I should be asking what you were doing to drain your magic like that.”

      “I saved my ass,” Drew shot at her, eyes on the place where her hand disappeared under her bicep.

      “He was cuddling with a Maraoul,” Palvin informed Kepha, who raised an eyebrow.

      “Well, that’s an odd choice. But who am I to judge.”

      “I wasn’t cuddling with a Maraoul.” Drew felt surprisingly light as he slid to the edge of the bed past Palvin, who appeared ready to pin him back on the mattress if he showed any signs of weakness.

      Drew rolled his eyes at him.

      “It looked more like you were trying to kiss the monster,” Surel threw in from the side, and Valyn chuckled a bit too sweetly.

      “Kiss of poison gets a whole different meaning here,” Drew said to no one in particular, but Kepha grinned widely.

      “So, now that the Maraoul are all icy chunks in the palace gardens, can we please figure out where they came from?” She hopped onto the foot end of the bed and dangled her feet over the edge.

      Drew frowned at her. “I thought you were the Seer here. Why don’t you tell us?”

      Kepha gave an innocent look, and, for a second, Drew was reminded of the quietness of the girl before the Maraoul had attacked. How she hadn’t even smiled at his remark that they had nothing but time while they waited for someone to call them to the battlefield.

      “You knew.” He bore into her bright eyes with his own, not allowing the girl to intimidate him with her superpower. “You knew they were coming.” It wouldn’t have been the first time. “And you didn’t warn us.” He exhaled a sharp breath in lieu of a curse that would have made even Palvin blush. “We could have alarmed the guards, even the Autumn army, in time to prevent—”

      And at his stare of ire, Kepha’s eyes, for the first time since he knew her, filled with tears. “Prevented what, Drew? What would have changed? The Autumn soldiers might have been there to welcome the Maraoul, but people would have died anyway. Many of them. Maybe more even than when they directed their anger at Valyn.”

      It was then that Drew realized that she had known and that, with all those times she’d told him the bad things still happened if she shared that they were coming while the good ones didn’t come to pass, if they’d fled, others would have done the fighting and would have indeed died. And something good would have never happened. His eyes wandered to Palvin, whose coal-black eyes were waiting for him, intense in a way Drew had never been aware of before.

      He swallowed at the memory of the male’s chest under his hand, the reassuring weight of his palm on his.

      “I’m tired.” He slid back into the pillows and stared at the ceiling of his room. “Please leave.”

      Surel’s soft murmur as she consoled Kepha was the only sound Drew could focus on as, in his mind, a different sort of haze blasted into clean, summer-morning-fresh air. He didn’t speak a word as Palvin’s soft “I’ll check in later” ran through him like a thunderstorm, stirring particles of silver in the new-found clarity.

      

      The boy was older than Nehelon would have guessed, given the boney, short form of his body. Thirteen, and already mother-and-fatherless. He raised a shaking hand as Nehelon tossed a piece of bread at him, impatient with the boy slowing them down. But they couldn’t leave him behind in the ruins of the farm where only two other humans had lived, and those had been slaughtered and burned by the Shygon worshipper whose throat Nehelon had sliced without blinking an eye.

      “It’s all right to eat,” Gordan reassured the boy, so much better with humans than Nehelon had ever been, even during his best of times as the chancellor of Ackwood, when he’d successfully charmed his way into the court.

      The boy cawed a thank you, his voice not that of a child, but not that of a man either.

      Nehelon stared at the candle between a set of plain dishes of beans and boiled bothenia. He didn’t complain about the bland taste of the food as he spooned it into his mouth or about the way the chairs were too small for both him and Gordan. All he wanted was to figure out if it would be safe to leave the boy here with the farm family who had offered them a room to sleep in right under the roof. After days of traveling together, the boy, at least, had started talking—to Gordan mostly because his brother’s manners were so much better, even under the strain of hunting for his queen.

      Nehelon felt the boy’s muddy-brown eyes on him as he finished the meal. “What’s there to stare at?”

      The boy shrank back in his chair, making Nehelon instantly regret his harsh tone. “I mean… Is there anything you’d like to ask, Cal?”

      Cal shook his head.

      “He’s in a bad mood because someone took away the woman he loves,” Gordan explained in the words a boy that age would understand.

      Cal’s eyes filled with sorrow. “Killed her?”

      Nehelon got to his feet and paced the narrow room, careful not to stumble over items stored under the lower parts of the slanted ceiling. He had to stoop on occasion to not hit his head on a beam as he kept his deadly focus on the boy.

      “If they killed her, I swear to the gods, I will make them pay. And there will be no end to their suffering.” He was going to make them suffer either way, but the boy didn’t need to know that.

      “I’m sorry,” the boy said as if he’d done something wrong.

      “It’s all right,” Gordan reassured him, and Nehelon wondered if he should walk downstairs right now to ask the farmers if they could use a helping hand in the house and the stables. The boy would grow and become stronger, and eventually, he’d be of real use on a human farm.

      But something in the way the boy blinked up at him as he stopped before the table made him pause.

      He slid back into the uncomfortable, sorry excuse for a chair once more and met the boy’s gaze. “I’m in a hurry to cross Neredyn in my search for her. I don’t know where she is or how to get to her. But the way I’m making progress right now, there is no way I’ll be there in time to save her should they decide to put a knife into her heart after all.” He didn’t make it sound any more pretty than it was, only left out the details of who had taken her and why.

      “You need speed,” Cal asked, his eyes lighting up, and Nehelon believed for a short moment that the boy was mocking him.

      Gordan growled a warning under his breath, stopping Nehelon from going for the child’s throat.

      It wasn’t the boy’s fault that he simply couldn’t find Gandrett, couldn’t even establish a connection through the Mating bond. It was nobody’s bloody fault, but that of his hateful mother and the Dragon King.

      “Horses are insufferably slow,” Nehelon confirmed instead of screaming to the gods.

      The boy’s pale lips twitched into a tentative smile as he kept staring at Nehelon as if, for the first time, he wasn’t afraid of him.

      “They are,” Cal agreed, his hand wandering to the collar of his shirt as if it had suddenly gotten too tight.

      Nehelon was ready to let the topic go, but Gordan asked, “Do you know why the Shygon worshipper came for your parents?”

      It was the one question Nehelon hadn’t dared ask, knowing that, after everything the boy had endured, he shouldn’t be the one to push for information. Gordan was doing a better job with his endless patience and his kindness that would one day drive Nehelon up the walls. But in all honesty, anything drove Nehelon up the walls these days. Especially that nothing was happening. Not even a flicker of something. No worshippers, no flames, no nothing. The boy was the last of Shygon’s trail of destruction they’d found.

      Nehelon was ready to roll onto the makeshift bed, and close his eyes for an hour before the worry for Gandrett would drive him back to pacing, when Cal cleared his throat and nodded.

      “He came to take them to the Dragon King.”

      Nehelon’s mouth fell open, tongue momentarily too slow to keep up with all the thoughts he wanted to speak, the questions he needed to ask.

      Gordan was faster, and thank the gods. “What do you mean? Why is Raynar Leyon interested in a pair of farmers?”

      “And their son,” Cal added, his chest puffed an inch.

      Nehelon raised an eyebrow, careful not to interrupt the conversation with his impatient force.

      “He’s raising an army of dragons, Nehelon Idresea,” Cal said, his voice leaping up and down on octave with every other word. “And how do I know that?” He didn’t wait for Nehelon to lose what was left of his patience entirely, but continued, “Because they have all been taken: my aunt, my cousin, my grandfather. And now he came for my parents and myself because he needs more.”

      “More what?” Gordan thankfully asked.

      “More dragons.”
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      Nehelon leaned forward in his chair, pinning the boy with a stare that would have sent a lot of seasoned Fae warriors running. “Careful what you’re speaking, child. If you are giving me false hope… You don’t want to know what it looks like when I lose my temper.” His icy tone made even Gordan stiffen in his chair.

      Gordan had seen him lose his temper already … and had met his outburst with the same divine patience that made Nehelon wonder if there was anything that could push his brother off balance.

      “What are you trying to say, Cal,” Gordan prompted, and Nehelon’s heart thundered with anticipation as the boy opened his mouth to speak, but instead of words, a hiss of turquoise flames rolled off his tongue.

      Nehelon leaped out of his chair, ready to fight, as the boy slowly, so slowly, grew, his body becoming a tall, muscled, scaled shape that was no longer human, but—but that of a dragon. And both Gordan and Nehelon gaped at the mousy-brown, winged creature crammed between the table, the ceiling, and the wall.

      “By the gods,” Gordan found his words first, and Nehelon had nothing to add. “Cal?”

      The dragon bobbed his head, smoke puffing from his slitted nostrils.

      The last time Nehelon had seen a dragon was seven hundred years ago, and then they had been enemies fighting at Raynar Leyon’s side. And then only from a distance as they’d shot the creatures out of the skies with the Human Fae alliance. But this boy’s parents had died defending themselves, defending Cal from the fate of being brought into Raynar Leyon’s army of dragons.

      “Can you understand us?” Nehelon asked with more calm than he felt as he dared to take a step closer to study the way the candlelight glistened in the shimmering surface of the scales. Not mousy brown, but a very subtle shade of brass that he hadn’t noticed in the boy’s hair before, and that was now the color of the dragon. And his eyes… Nehelon peered into the brown depths where all muddiness had disappeared, leaving a being of more wisdom than a child of thirteen could have been capable of.

      The dragon before them again bobbed his head. So he did understand them. Good. Because if this wasn’t another wild dream that would send him from his bed within moments, they now had a dragon on their hands, and that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.

      The air seemed to combust around the dragon as he turned back into the boy, the brief gust of wind making Nehelon squint, and the next moment, Cal was picking up the chair he’d shoved aside in his dragon form, and sat down.

      “You’re a dragon?” Nehelon asked and felt as confused as he couldn’t remember having felt since his youngling years. “How can you be a dragon?”

      “How can you be a Fae king?” Cal asked, and Nehelon realized that Cal was not merely a child. He knew things. Things that shouldn’t have traveled the lands of Sives yet.

      “How do you know I’m the king?” He’d introduced himself as Nehelon Idresea, and every child in Neredyn knew about the Prince of Ulfray, yes, but about the king? “Who told you?”

      It took Cal a moment to respond, uncertainty once more entering his gaze under Nehelon’s violent scrutiny, but when he did, Nehelon’s chest constricted with genuine fear. “Raynar Leyon knows, and since he holds some of us captive, they know, and so we all know.”

      There was so much to unpack in his words that it took Nehelon a moment to understand their full meaning. “You are trying to tell me that you communicate with the others?”

      The boy bobbed his head in the exact same way he had in his dragon form.

      Nehelon couldn’t help an undefinable sound of frustration as he figured, “If you know who I am, and you know what Raynar is up to, why not tell me right away who you are?”

      The boy shot a glance at Gordan as if for help, but for once, Gordan had folded his arms across his chest, features cold as he studied the child.

      Had they known… Maybe he had information that would help Nehelon get to Gandrett faster. Maybe—

      “How could I know you were trustworthy,” Cal reasoned, and, despite his anger, Nehelon had to admit that the first impression he’d made hadn’t been the best. And that was even without killing the worshipper.

      “We saved you,” Gordan hissed at the boy, his calm gone. “We came to your aid when we saw the burning farm. We ended the Shygon worshipper who killed your parents.” There was nothing kind on the male’s face. “And you don’t think we’re trustworthy? After…” He panted, eyes wild as they met Nehelon’s. “You have no idea what this male over there endured. What my king is enduring while his queen is in the claws of the enemy, probably under torture—or worse.”

      Nehelon tried to keep his own emotions bottled up so he wouldn’t storm from the room and yell at the skies after all.

      “They took his Mate, boy. Do you understand what that means? They took her away on a battlefield while he was incapacitated. And he’s been searching the lands for her without a clue of where she might have been taken. The constant fear for her. The guilt. The horror—”

      “Gordan.” Nehelon didn’t raise his voice as he stopped his general.

      Gordan’s eyes locked onto his, moisture collecting at the corners. “I will not sit here and wait a moment longer, Nehelon. I cannot.”

      Gordan stormed from the room, not bothering to silence his footsteps, and Nehelon’s ears followed him all the way down into the snow while his gaze remained on the boy, who was staring wide-eyed.

      “You thought I was the dangerous one,” Nehelon said and managed a bitter smile. “But if you think I am, you haven’t seen Gordan handle his axe.”

      “Is it true,” Cal asked instead of commenting on Nehelon’s statement, “that she is your Mate?”

      Nehelon dipped his chin. It was all he could bear.

      “My parents were Mates.”

      Nehelon’s attention whipped back to the boy who might be the answer to all his prayers. “What did you just say?”

      Cal got to his feet and reached for Nehelon’s hand, tugging him toward the door after Gordan.

      Nehelon didn’t fight. What could the boy, in his human form, do to him? Not that he knew the first thing about dragons other than that they were deadly fighters when shifted to their dragon forms. He hadn’t even considered they could shift into human forms. But apparently, there was a lot that, despite his age, he didn’t know.

      “Mates are divine, King of Ulfray. And dragons are the children of the divine,” Cal explained as they marched down the narrow stairs, Nehelon towering over the child. “Maybe not the way your kind is, but with Shygon and Demea’s creation, dragons have that bond the same way Fae do.”

      Nehelon tried not to pick up the child and shake him, for fear he would stop speaking—even if his breaking voice was as pleasant to listen to as an avalanche of gravel and little kittens.

      Human younglings coming into their maturity… Dragons coming into their maturity, Nehelon corrected in his mind.

      “The Mating bond was a gift from the gods to their direct descendants, the Fae they fathered, and when Vala preferred to stay with her human creation in Neredyn, Shygon bestowed the Mating bond upon the creatures he formed with Demea to punish them for Vala’s betrayal.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Nehelon grumbled as they stepped into the icy cold, and he wondered if a normal child would freeze in these temperatures.

      But Cal shrugged and headed straight for Gordan, who was standing by the stables, axe in hand raised over a log he was going to split as he halted, eyes tracking Cal and Nehelon in the snow-laced darkness.

      “I’ll tell you all you want to know, Nehelon Idresea, because, for us dragons, the Mating bond is sacred. More sacred than the gods themselves, who made it an absurdity.”

      “You speak like you’re older than you look,” Nehelon noted, and Cal shook his head.

      “I speak like I’m not alone in my mind, the way none of us dragons are. I am thirteen, yes, but I have access to the thoughts and knowledge of generations of dragons.”

      Gordan brought down the axe on the log, severing it with one precise blow, and Nehelon wondered if, in a different time, they’d be hacking away on the wood behind the stables just to release their tension.

      But they were no longer younglings, no longer young males growing into their adulthood. And this was about life and death.

      “Why help me if the dragons fought on Raynar’s side in the last war? Why run from him?” He asked as they halted in front of Gordan.

      “Shygon isn’t a god we chose, Nehelon. At least, not all of us. And what few dragons are left after the last war have been in hiding.”

      “So you are saying there are more on the run from Raynar?” Gordan prompted, his anger subsided substantially, but his cheeks flushed from the cold.

      Cal bit his lower lip and clenched his fingers, making Nehelon’s instinct of wrapping the child into a blanket kick in. But he remembered that this was a dragon—a creature of Shygon’s making and of the power of icy fire, he probably wasn’t cold in the slightest.

      “Tell me what Neredyn should look like if you have a choice, King Nehelon, and I’ll tell you if I am ready to help you.” Cal’s eyes flashed in the darkness, an inner glow making them appear as inhuman as he was. “I know you can’t lie, so when you speak, I will believe you.”

      Nehelon pondered for a moment, wondering if he had time to spend a thought on a Neredyn he hoped for when all he could think of was getting to his Mate and freeing her. But without help, he’d be as useless for Gandrett as the lump of ice his chest had turned into. So he indulged the boy and allowed his mind to dream of a brighter future.

      “The Neredyn I hope to see is one where humans and Fae live in peace, where the people of my Mate and my own people work together toward that peace, and where tyrant kings have a place in a particularly bad corner of Hel’s realm. I am not young enough to believe peace comes without a cost, and I’m willing to pay for it with my own blood as long as my Mate gets to see those times of peace. I’m not old enough to believe that change can’t happen. I’ve seen it brought about by the woman who is now my queen. And if a court who has slept for four hundred years can change, all of Neredyn can.” He didn’t speak those private hopes of a life with Gandrett, for he knew there was a chance at least one of them wouldn’t survive the battles to come. And if it was Gandrett, he’d follow her into Hel’s realm rather than spend eternity without her.

      A heavy sadness locked his heart in a cage of iron as he thought of how close they might actually be to this option of her being taken forever.

      Cal’s eyes flashed at him as he stepped closer to Nehelon. “My uncle was captured and turned by force. He won’t be able to turn back from his dragon form unless Raynar Leyon allows it. But that also means that I can talk to him in my mind when I change into my dragon form. He spoke to me the day the Dragon King was attacked by his own chosen dragon—the one he made from blood and sacrifice. Not a born dragon like us.”

      Nehelon listened. It was all he could do as he tried to see how any of this would lead him to Gandrett. Then he realized that the boy had admitted he could turn into a dragon at will—and that he knew where Raynar was. And Addie, the woman who’d helped save the Heir of Sives and, by doing so, had forfeited her freedom.

      “Do you know where he is?” he prompted.

      Cal grinned. “My uncle?”

      “The Dragon King.” Nehelon quenched his impatience as best he could, but a roaring abyss had opened inside his chest that left no space for anything other than the need to act, to go already, and destroy whomever he could if not his mother for taking away his Mate.

      “The last I know of is that he was in Ithrylan when his chosen dragon somehow managed to push through his control and break out the man whose body is hosting him.”

      Gordan sucked in a breath while Nehelon’s mind was already racing ahead of things. “Joshua was lucid?”

      “For about a minute before he took his own life to kill the Dragon King.” Cal’s voice hushed as if anxious to be overheard by the ghost of the Dragon King, and Nehelon didn’t know what hit him more, that Joshua Brenheran was dead or that he’d taken his own life.

      And on top of all of that, “Is he really dead?” Gordan wanted to know, hope sparking in his dark eyes.

      Cal shook his head. “My uncle says the dragon is still alive. That means that he must be alive as well.”

      Had Nehelon allowed that same hope to flare inside of him, he’d now suffer for it, but all and any hope when it came to finding Gandrett was handled like a rare jewel. He wouldn’t take it out unless there was an actual occasion for it—and not knowing if and where Raynar Leyon was alive wasn’t that. It was, if anything at all, a reason to be more concerned. Because if he’d found a new host to carry his sick mind through Neredyn, no one knew what he looked like. And that made him more dangerous than ever.
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      The rare rain that had fallen during the night was still seeping through the ceiling of the ruins in irregular drops, enough to keep Addie awake even when all she wanted was to close her eyes and forget that the world existed. She huffed a puff of flamelings into the air and watched the water evaporate in a cloud of steam.

      When the exiled Fae Queen had arrived a few days earlier, she hadn’t known what to expect other than more pain, more suffering. But Liri Idresea, as she had learned, had little interest in Addie. All she’d done was order the grizzled dragon to join the others and march up to the upper levels of the tower where Addie wondered if a bedchamber still existed. She didn’t dare ask.

      Liri came down once a day to inspect the dragons who were left outside the tower, to command them to circle the ruins as she rode atop one of them—a different one each day as if she were testing them. And each day she returned to the upper level where she remained until the next morning.

      Addie didn’t follow. She didn’t respond when the female greeted her every time she marched by, dress billowing behind her on a phantom wind—not that she could have gotten out more than a growl.

      Even with Raynar vanished and silent for the moment, there was too much going on in her head to deign to honor the Fae Queen with more than a passing icy look.

      Are you awake? Mecht’s voice sounded in her mind the way it always did when he probed her receptiveness to his presence. He’d introduced himself after they both had swallowed the shock of the death of the Heir of Sives and that of the arrival of Liri Idresea. Had Mecht not informed her who that beautiful female was, Addie might have guessed all the same that she was Fae royalty. But the grizzled dragon had educated her, not only on who the female was, but also what she commanded—in addition to the dragons, who Raynar seemed to temporarily have handed over. At least, while he’d vanished to wherever dead Dragon Kings went when they were driven from a host’s body and not dead enough to disappear for good.

      Addie grunted and blinked into the first rays of sun. I’m up.

      Good morning, a third voice entered the conversation, all familiar and full of tension. Good morning. Good morning. Good morning. The others followed, one after the other, waking in her mind.

      Addie had wondered, ever since Liri’s arrival, if the Fae Queen could hear their thoughts the way Raynar could, but with every time anew that she observed, through the mind-connection with the other dragons, Liri command them, she came to the same conclusion that it was her bodily voice that ordered them to rise into the skies and explore. Explore what, Addie didn’t know. All she got were flashes of sand and mountains. The Calma Desert, north of Phornes, she didn’t know.

      Are you coming out of the tower today? Mecht wanted to know as he broke off the leg of a dead goat. The other dragons hunted the way Raynar had wanted her to hunt, and they devoured the raw flesh of their prey. They did it to survive.

      Addie? Mecht asked again.

      I should, was all she had to say. Because she should. But she didn’t feel like flying. Not with Joshua dead and his death being for nothing.

      She’d tried to stay alert those first days after Liri’s arrival—the new dragons’ arrival—but after such long months being alone in her mind with nothing but the Dragon King and her fears, Addie wondered if there was anything she could do to stop what was happening to Neredyn.

      She hadn’t exactly given up. But the fight she’d had in her when she’d pushed through to the Heir of Sives, when she’d been ready to take her own life to end Raynar Leyon… That Addie had recoiled deep into herself.

      Please, Addie, one of the younger dragons whined.

      She huffed another small flame and tilted her head at the clicking footsteps from the upper levels of the tower.

      She is coming, was all Addie said.

      The dragons fell silent, the sense of their good mood replaced by the sour aftertaste of everything Liri demanded from them. Explore—to gain advantage in the war. Every detail was to be mapped out in the dragons’ minds. Not because Liri could hear them speak, but because Raynar could, and he’d fly into battle on their backs.

      The soft scent of rose petals and fresh water floated through the room before Liri’s arrival, and Addie sniffed the lovely odor. If she didn’t know better, she’d actually enjoy having the Fae Queen around just for that scent.

      “Good morning, Adrienne.” She halted halfway down the stairs, black gown dancing around her legs like an elegant ghost of chiffon, and Addie couldn’t help but stare. “You look well rested … as far as I can tell with a dragon.”

      Addie held her breath. Liri hadn’t addressed her since the day of her arrival, and as she did now, there was little about the exiled Fae Queen that didn’t make Addie want to flee, despite the female’s sweet tone.

      She could have fled. Could have taken off and disappeared to somewhere—anywhere—in Neredyn. But Raynar’s silence put her on edge in a way she had never been before. Whatever he was up to, it couldn’t be good. Especially if it involved finding another host…

      But Raynar’s leash had bound her to the ruins before, and she hadn’t found it in her to test the limits of her freedom again. Especially not knowing that the other dragons were bound into their dragon forms at Raynar’s will, and following his command ensured the safety of their wives, their husbands, their children—

      She shook her head at the thought of how far Raynar’s terror reached even when he wasn’t present to instill it. He juggled the lives of those the dragons loved to ensure their loyalties. At least most. Addie had learned that there were more dragons in the north, some who believed that the way of Shygon was the right path.

      “He isn’t pleased with you, Adrienne, but you probably are aware of that yourself.” Liri’s voice brought her back to the here and now.

      Of course, Raynar wouldn’t be pleased with her betrayal… not that she’d ever made it a secret how much she despised him. But somehow, he’d made himself believe that she could become the loyal creature Lamore had been. His Mate. How she hated that entire Mate-concept. Had Lamore never been tied to him with a bond so unbreakable that it took gods to un-forge it, she may have found a way to stop him seven hundred years ago.

      Addie rose to her feet and turned her back to the Fae Queen as she marched out the open doors.

      “Adrienne,” Liri called after her. But Addie wasn’t ready to listen. Whatever Liri had to say, it would need to wait.

      We’re here, Addie, Mecht reassured her.

      She didn’t respond to that either, still uncomfortable with the multitude of voices now being in her head on a daily basis. If only she could turn back to her human shape and disappear to a quiet place. It was all she could ever hope for. Well, maybe Raynar now knowing exactly what lengths she’d go to rid the world of him would make the only thing she could ever wish for a quick, pain-free death. But Addie wasn’t ready to think of that either.

      She merely marched down the stairs, her large claws overlapping two steps at a time, until she stood in the lake, surrounded by a horde of dragons shimmering in the morning light like the memories of a different era.

      “Where are you going, Adrienne?” Liri’s voice followed her as she waded out into the water, deeper and deeper, until her belly grazed the surface, then went under. Until the tips of her folded wings cut into the clear-as-glass liquid that might as well have been dragon tears.

      They were all surveying her with their eyes of blue and gray, of green and hazel and brown. Like they couldn’t believe she was actually there, they tracked her every movement, curiosity whispering into her mind.

      Where is she going? What is she doing? Why is she out here? What will happen?

      Addie didn’t pay attention to them either. All she could think of was that once there had been days that she couldn’t think of anything other than escaping the Dragon King, and now that he was gone—even if only temporarily—she hadn’t even attempted to break free of his leash. She had gotten so used to being a prisoner—of her own mind, of Raynar’s will—that she hadn’t even considered it.

      No, Addie. Mecht came closer, hovering lower above the water. He will find you and kill you—or worse.

      Addie shook her head. He’s taken everything from me. My family, my freedom. What else can he take?

      A murmur ran through the dragons’ minds, enveloping Addie with concern.

      He can take the ones you love, Mecht reminded her.

      Armand—the only one left who she loved. He’s already taken him. And she’d jumped his leash to save the Lord of Eedwood. Not only once, but twice. She’d suffered his wrath, and she could endure it again. And in the battle at Eedwood, where she had left a bloodbath, Addie had believed that he’d been buried beneath the carnage.

      He’s taken him too—had him sliced open in front of me, had him tortured—

      Her breath caught at the memory of the day Joshua Brenheran had taken his own life: It doesn’t matter, Addie, if we’re gone. Raynar lied. Armand’s alive. And between Brax and him, Sives will have two great rulers to choose from. Those final words of the Heir of Sives … a message that Armand was alive…

      That Armand had survived the massacre in Eedwood… It was something she hadn’t dared dream of since dragons were not made to dream at all. They were meant to be captured and tortured and forged into weapons.

      But while Lamore had helped him willingly and the other dragons were made to cooperate by dangling the lives of their families over their heads, Addie was different in so many ways.

      I’ve got nothing left to lose, Mecht. She turned her head to give him a long glance that would speak more of her heart than any words could.

      Then, with the resolve of a soldier going into a battle she couldn’t win, Addie Blackwood spread her dragon wings and, shedding a cascade of glimmering pearls of water, took off to the skies.

      

      Selloue Grenta’s hands were surprisingly gentle on her scalp, almost as if the lady had been trained to be a handmaiden.

      It was all she dared think, for her thoughts weren’t safe; she knew since Raynar Leyon’s voice had spoken to her in her own mind. She couldn’t tell how many days of silence had passed since, but this morning, Raynar had walked her body out of that stone cell and brought her to this room at a higher level of what had to be a fortress beneath a mountain. She couldn’t tell if she’d seen this place before—in her dreams, in her nightmares, or even in her visions when her mind had connected with Raynar’s. All she knew was that she didn’t like it.

      And that wasn’t because it was dark and reminded her of a different life full of orders and pain that had been her childhood, but because she couldn’t remember how she’d gotten here, and that, an instinct told her, was even worse than not remembering who she was, for it also meant she didn’t know the way out.

      “This will suffice,” her own voice left her throat, forced by Raynar’s will. She didn’t fight it. All that would do was make him delight in prying the claws of her own will back from the strings controlling her body. And that, she’d learned, hurt even more than when he sat her down in that chair in the cell where pins of iron pierced into her flesh, down to her bones, and held her there until she retreated back into the abyss she’d vegetated in for she couldn’t tell how long.

      “You look lovely, my lord,” Selloue praised with a smile that was only part-intimidating.

      Raynar stood, smoothing the satin fabric over her arm, and savored the feel of it—she could tell he did, and it made her shiver in the worst possible way. He walked her over to a mirror, eyes roving her body, the folds of black that swept down her hips and spread around her legs, the glimmering crystals set in the embroidery of the tight bodice, the swell of her breasts. His gaze lingered there before he found her face, her eyes, green like moss in an autumn forest. Something inside of her stirred, and Raynar’s attention went inward.

      “Why haven’t I chosen a female body before?” he asked Selloue with a smirk. “I quite like how this suits me.”

      He held out her hand to the lady and accepted the heavy golden item she’d only seen from the corner of her eye until now.

      The crown of Sives, he sighed in his mind, and the sound of it slithered along her bones like a caress of ice. He placed it on her head. It suits your face, Gandrett.

      She froze, hand halting mid-air as she grasped the strings so tightly at the sound of her name that she almost forgot the consequences.

      But Raynar peeled her mental claws off one by one, making her wonder yet again how that alone could set her entire body on the damning fire of Hel’s realm—and if he could feel it too. During those hours he made her sit on the iron chair, she’d asked him just to understand the dimensions of cruelty he was capable of, but he’d not deigned to respond, probably finding delight in the extra edge it added to her torture.

      And then there had been those early days when she’d asked him why. And he had never responded to that either. Until she’d stopped asking and withdrawn to that place where a young man with diamond eyes was watching over her. And from there, she’d gone to oblivion.

      “Selloue,” Raynar purred with Gandrett’s voice, and the lady curtsied. “Hand me the knife, will you?”

      With elegant strides, the lady crossed the room back to the place where she’d set down the brush and utensils for Gandrett’s hair and picked up a hunting knife with a bone hilt. She handed it to Raynar, the latter plucking it from Selloue’s hand with Gandrett’s.

      “Now leave us.”

      The lady retreated from the room, swishing her braid over her shoulder as she disappeared.

      And Gandrett wondered what the Dragon King had planned for her this time.

      Gandrett, he spoke into her mind in a sing-song voice. Do you remember who Gandrett Brayton is?

      Gandrett tried. But there was little left—a fireplace in a winter home, a hooded man grasping her out of her mother’s arms, drowning in icy water, the shaking of a carriage, bleeding forearms, chains around her legs.

      Ahhh, my favorite memories. Beautiful choice, Gandrett.

      Gandrett stopped. If she remembered something of substance… The Dragon King would use whatever he could against Neredyn. She was certain that he would, and perhaps it was because his mind was united with hers, perhaps because it was the one thing she feared above all else. But again, instinct told her that she needed to be careful with what images she’d draw up while he paid attention.

      What else have you got for me?

      Gandrett locked away that tingling sensation that there was something important she needed to remember. Something that had once drawn her across the continent, had made her fight and beg, and that had made her brave.

      But Gandrett Brayton wasn’t brave now. She didn’t remember what it felt like to be brave.

      Oh how I’d hoped I’d get to play with that defiant woman from the great hall in Ackwood, Gandrett. I’ve heard a lot has happened since a special someone picked your life above that of the Heir of Sives.

      By the gods. Gandrett’s fingers trembled for a moment before Raynar extended his control all the way to her fingertips. Brax’s face flashed before her, bloodied from battle. But his eyes were emerald, not that crystal clear blue that held her world.

      Not real. A figment of her imagination, of the scraps of herself, trying to protect what was left of her.

      Oh, you do remember, don’t you? Raynar walked them out the door, up a long set of stairs, straight into a large hall.

      It doesn’t matter what I remember, she scoffed in her mind … and regretted it the next moment as Raynar’s amused murmur filled her head.

      It will matter before the end, Gandrett, and if you refuse to remember, I will find ways to make you.

      With those words, he marched her to the end of the hall, his stare forcing her eyes to that one spot at the end, denying her a clear view on what else there was to see except for black, hewn stone and the fractured morning light.

      Her gown sighed and hissed against the floor as he moved her forward. Gandrett didn’t wonder what would happen this time. She’d know soon enough. Wondering only brought panic forth about what sort of horrendous tools he’d found this time to put her body under torture as he laughed at her while she suffered.

      The wounds on her thighs and back had healed, a small mercy that she believed had something to do with the way every scent was more intense than those in her memories. Except for one—that nameless scent that lingered after the dreams of the man.

      Raynar’s laugh sounded into her thoughts, and she knew he’d heard every last one of them.

      I have something special for you today, Gandrett.

      Gandrett. Every time he spoke the name, it meant more. A scar here, a sword fight there, a braid, a sand-colored tunic, the desert wind on her face. Nights in the dungeons, the thundering of water from high up.

      Yes, Gandrett. Very good. You’re close. They arrived at the end of the room where, until now, she hadn’t been able to see the hole there, gaping deep enough to put in a tall human.

      She didn’t dare imagine what he’d thought up for her this time when, sure as the sun rose in the morning, he made her climb into it.

      Do you remember the Fest of Blossoms, Gandrett? Do you remember how he shoved your head under water?

      He hadn’t finished speaking before the hole was flooded, filling from the ground. The water rose to her ankles within moments, and it was cold—so cold.

      But her gasp didn’t escape her lips, for Raynar commanded them to remain sealed.

      Up to her knees, the water swelled, dragging on the satin of her skirts, weighing like lead.

      She knew what he was going to do, and no amount of bravery would have helped her as she tried to take a deep breath. He didn’t allow that either. Shallow pants were all she managed, each of them restrained by Raynar’s tight command.

      Do you remember how those hands held you down until you breathed water?

      Yes, she did. By Vala, she did. And the burning in her lungs flared as she remembered that day vividly. The hooded man, the priest, the shearing of her hair, the stairs to the pool. The fear. She’d been only a child back then and they’d—

      The water met her waist, encasing her chest with such glacial cold that she believed not even Raynar would be able to control her reflex to move, to get out.

      But her feet remained planted firmly on the ground, not even a shiver running through her body.

      The cold…. By the gods, it was like needles. Worse. Like those iron pins in her flesh, but thinner. Like the bite of a blade, but everywhere. Like fire.

      Something inside her chest stirred. She remembered it had before. Raynar silenced it.

      The water reached her chin, lapping up to her mouth as it swelled.

      One deep breath. It was all she asked for.

      Raynar chuckled and inhaled until her chest ached from the pressure. He didn’t close her eyes as the water swallowed them.
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      The light above her was the only thing she could think of. Daylight that spoke of a world beyond Raynar’s control. She barely saw the spot of brightness, the water like pins on her eyeballs, like the frosty hands of a ghost as it kept her under. Not the water, but Raynar, who didn’t allow one inch of movement.

      However he held them underwater, she didn’t care. What she cared about was the building ache in her lungs, the burning that came with the desperate need for air brought on faster by the panic sweeping her into a mindless frenzy.

      Out. She needed to get out.

      Gandrett strained against his iron bonds, her will of steel pitching against his—and losing. Again she was losing. Always losing.

      This is the Gandrett I was talking about, Raynar whispered in her mind.

      She didn’t have time to ask what about a panicking woman was fascinating him so much when the images returned. And with them, the pain.

      The consecration pool, the rough hand shoving her under, holding her there. The air leaving her when she no longer could fight the need to breathe. The burning of the water in her lungs.

      This was what awaited her.

      The knowledge was what made it worse—that she’d be drowning, knowing every single stage of it. Having lived through it before like—

      A long time ago, someone I cared about drowned, summoning water. The words, a memory or a dream, she couldn’t tell. But it was his voice. The man with the diamond eyes and the nameless scent.

      Her chest constricted as she uselessly fought Raynar’s hold, muscles spasming with every passing heartbeat.

      One day, I will kiss you, Gandrett. One day, when I’m a better man, the man’s voice filled her head once more. And this time, she saw him sitting in the forest beside her, his face unreadable as he stared into her eyes over a fire. She couldn’t tell if he’d even spoken them or if he’d only thought them. But she knew they were true.

      Raynar’s laugh filled her head, breathless as if he himself was fighting just like she was. Isn’t it lovely, Gandrett, that, by having you, I shall hold the fate of the man who killed me all those centuries ago?

      The ice disappeared from Gandrett’s body, replaced by a welcome numbness as stars were dancing in her vision. Light that could have been the facets of a diamond. My Mate, the man’s voice filled her, enveloped her, broke her, and healed her. And shattered her yet again as, internally, she began screaming for her life.

      And this time, her mouth opened. The air rushed from her lungs, bubbling away to a place she couldn’t reach, and instead, she inhaled the ice in the hole. Pain, so fierce she couldn’t remember a thing other than those countless moments of agony Raynar had instilled in her—long before he’d ever laid a hand on her. What he’d cost her.

      Joshua, Addie, and—

      Nehelon, she mouthed the name, convinced it was the last word ever leaving her lips.

      The weight on her body lifted, and she drifted up, her hand grasping for the edge of the hole, and with a surprisingly powerful heave, she was flat on her stomach, water dribbling from her mouth. How it got out, she couldn’t tell, only that it did.

      And that now that she remembered Nehelon Alleyan Idresea, her king, her Mate, her everything, Gandrett Brayton had so much more to lose.

      

      Brax stumbled up the stairs, his dressing gown half open over his silken pajama pants, and his feet bare on the cold marble of the hallway. He didn’t care one bit what the few servants thought—and most certainly not what his guards thought—as he hurried up to the guest quarters.

      He didn’t care that he’d almost smashed a breakfast tray from the hands of the woman who’d informed him of Leonidas’s awakening as he’d rushed past her.

      Breathing heavily as he flew around the last corner to the room where the prince had been sleeping for what felt like months rather than weeks, Brax tried to calm his mind, his heart, and especially his expectations as he reminded himself that the servant had said no word about what state Leonidas was in.

      Awake. It was all that mattered.

      In front of the guest room, Leonidas’s guards straightened at the approach of the Lord of Ackwood and saluted, eyes politely on Brax’s face rather than acknowledging his attire—or lack thereof.

      He skidded to a halt, pulling his robe shut and tying the silk ribbon at his waist before he opened the door with shaking hands.

      A gust of winter-cold air greeted him alongside the pale-lipped smile of Leonidas Aucrosta, who was propped up against an extra pillow, eyes finding Brax’s the instant he entered the room.

      “You’re really awake.” Brax kept himself from falling over his own feet as he rushed to the bed to sit, not in the chair, for once, but to perch on the edge of the mattress.

      “And you really came.” Leonidas’s voice was weak, rough, but he spoke, and he recognized Brax. It was more than what he’d dared hope for.

      “Water?” Brax reached for the pitcher on the nightstand and poured half a glass.

      “Please.”

      Brax’s hands were still trembling when he lifted the glass to Leonidas’s lips and watched the prince take a sip.

      “I can close the window,” he offered with a glance at the unblocked view out to the west where, in the distance, on clear days one could see all the way to the ocean.

      “That would be nice.” Leonidas closed his eyes while Brax set down the glass, and his breathing had turned even by the time Brax returned from closing the window.

      For a moment, he studied the Prince of Lapidos’s features—not as relaxed as when he’d been in a coma, but still calm as if in a peaceful slumber.

      He settled back on the bed, hands braced beside his hips, and wondered if he should stay or go down to get dressed while Leonidas was resting. But before he could make a conscious decision, the prince’s hand slid over his, fingers closing around Brax’s in a gentle grasp. He didn’t open his eyes as he whispered, “Stay with me, Brax,” and went back to sleep.

      

      By the time Brax dared leave the room, it was near noon, and he’d been letting Armand, Celius, and the Fae wait for an inconsiderate number of hours.

      Armand had even checked in once to inquire what was going on, but when he’d found Brax wrapped in a blanket, sitting on the foot of the prince’s bed, he’d uttered an excuse and found somewhere else to be. The arrival of a servant with a tray of a selection of breakfast foods, soup, and meat-pie was further evidence that Armand’s unspeakable kindness ran deep and that the Lord of Eedwood knew better than anyone else that Brax needed to be where he was.

      But the sun crept high into the sky, and Leonidas didn’t wake. Brax didn’t dare try to stir the resting prince, especially since the random twitches of his hands and occasional rolling of his head reassured Brax that he was truly, only sleeping.

      On the way down, he brought the empty tray, taking the time to meander into the kitchens where the staff froze where they stood—the cook with a slice of meat in her hands—at the sight of their lord. In pajamas, dressing gown, and shoeless.

      “Everything is all right,” he said as he handed the tray to a young man and gestured at a bread basket. “I’m only asking for someone to bring a bowl of soup and some bread up to the Prince of Lapidos and stay with him until he’s eaten.”

      The man inclined his head, eyes wandering back to Brax’s feet.

      Brax felt only partially better as he headed to his room to get dressed, toes freezing and the rush of excitement that had kept him awake while sitting by the prince’s side still coursing through him like a restless beast.

      He traced his fingers over his palm to mimic Leonidas’s touch, lips curving into an absent smile.

      Once in his room, he donned a thick shirt and a tunic in the colors of the Brenheran coat of arms on top. He slid into a pair of leather pants and pulled on his boots before he washed his face with the water heated in a pitcher by the hearth. He even combed through his messy waves before he headed back down the stairs where he found Armand and Celius in the sitting room, discussing in hushed voices.

      “I’ve heard the good news,” Celius said by way of greeting as he got to his feet and inclined his head, a gesture Brax thought was no longer necessary after everything they’d endured together.

      Armand smiled at him over his shoulder. “Thank Vala he’s awake and lucid.”

      “We don’t know about the lucid part yet.” Brax smiled tentatively. “But I’m hopeful.”

      “We all are,” Armand agreed, and Celius nodded.

      That left Brax standing awkwardly as he tried to ignore the impulse to turn on his heels and head right back to the prince’s room. Instead, he glanced out the window where, behind the palace walls, a Fae army was camping somewhere, hopefully not intent on destroying Ackwood or bargaining their aid for Brax’s lands.

      “What did you tell them why we’re late?” He crossed the room to survey the snow-covered grounds, the roofs of the city beyond them where his people were going about their business. So precious, this city, full of life despite the dangers, so resilient from a history of hardship.

      “I sent a messenger to tell them we were held up by unexpected developments,” Armand informed him. “He returned in one piece and with a grin like an idiot.”

      Celius laughed. “Probably got a glimpse of the Fae beauty.”

      Armand’s lips twitched. “Do you think we can talk to the prince before we talk to the Fae?”

      Oh, Brax would have loved nothing more than to talk to the prince then and there, but—“He is resting.” Leonidas’s peaceful face flickered through his mind. “And I believe we should allow him a bit more time to recover before we pull him back into the harsh reality of war.”

      Neither Celius nor Armand disagreed.

      “Shall we go then?” He indicated at the door, Armand and Celius instantly ready to march to the Fae, even if their faces turned into the unreadable masks of soldiers ready for an unknown opponent.

      Together, they made their way to the stables where their horses were still saddled from their planned trip this morning.

      “Will they act badly when we simply show up without further warning?” Celius pondered.

      Brax merely shrugged. “They are camping in front of my city, next to my army. If they have a problem…” Well, there was no real consequence Brax could think of because, what could he truly do if the immortal, magical Fae decided to wage war on him? He wouldn’t last a day.

      The horses weren’t as eager to leave the warm stalls as Armand, Celius, and Brax were to get the Fae meeting over with, but after a fistful of hay, Brax’s gelding complied when he tugged on the reins to lead him outside.

      Six guards saluted the party as they exited through the side gate, bypassing the city and leading straight to the camping grounds of the soldiers. There, a neatly shoveled corridor of snow-free, frozen soil took them directly to the edge of the Brenheran army, through the light-gray tents of the Lapidonian soldiers, to the elegant arrangements of the Fae that seemed to have grown from snow and earth itself.

      For a moment, staring was all Brax could do. “If they could win a war by impressing, they would surely win any war.”

      Armand laughed a nervous laugh. “If they truly want to use the powers it takes to make a small magical city like this fight at our side, I will sleep better from now on.”

      With wide eyes and open mouth, Brax took in the details of indeed a small city. There was even a bathing house created from frozen earth and melted snow—it wasn’t more than three solid walls and a roof and a few holes filled with steaming water, but it was a functional bathing house that would work wonders for the sore muscles after a day of fighting for any soldier. And the intricate patterns of leaves and vines on the facade…

      “If that is how they build their war camps, I don’t want to know what their cities look like,” Celius hummed, eyes darting left and right as he drank in the details.

      “That’s a flat-out lie,” Armand challenged. “You do want to see them, don’t you?”

      “More than anything,” Celius admitted with a mischievous smile.

      Brax marveled at each and every one of the buildings—most not taller than a one-story home, but what impressed him beyond measure was the absence of Fae in the camp. As if they’d all bolted, leaving merely their mounts and some provision carts behind.

      “Do you think they know we’re here?” Brax whispered, intimidated by the silence so unusual for a war camp, the only sounds being the huffs and hoofs of their horses and the distant shouts and clinking of weapons in the training areas in the Brenheran area and the Lapidonian part of the camp.

      “Of course, they know you’re here,” the female from the day before almost startled them out of their saddles when she appeared behind them on sneaky Fae feet.

      But the pretty female wasn’t what made Brax’s heart thunder with fear. It was the male beside her, his sleek, black hair tied to the back of his head bouncing with every measured stride he took toward them, his dark, slitted eyes lingering on Brax as if he knew exactly whose land they were standing on.

      “Lord Brax Brenheran.” The male inclined his head, hands at his sabers strapped to his hips. “I’ve heard you were … held up.”

      “I was.” Brax cleared his throat, wondering if an apology would make him appear gracious or weak. “But I’m here now.”

      “As are we.” The female followed the male, her gaze running the length of the corridor through the camp, and as Brax looked around, hundreds of Fae appeared from the gaps between the magical buildings.

      By the gods—

      Brax’s hand wandered to the sword on his belt, as did Armand’s and Celius’s. But if he was honest with himself, Brax knew that a sword would be useless against them.

      “Shall we have our conversation?” The male beckoned toward the only humble tent in the entire camp, and Brax didn’t think to decline the offer, sliding out of his saddle and handing the reins of his horse to the waiting hands of a Fae with silver-shimmering armor. “He doesn’t like to be touched at his ears,” he told the male as he waited for Armand and Celius to join him on the ground. Only then, they marched after what had to be the commander and the female from the day before.

      “Welcome to my humble home,” the male greeted them with arms thrown wide as he turned around on the thick rug in the center of the tent. Behind him, a broad table was decorated with a map and small figurines just like in his own war room. “My name is Kouyen, the King’s commander. And this”—he gestured at the female stepping to his side with a stern expression on her golden features—“is Dafdya.”

      Brax waited for the female’s title to be introduced, her function in the army, but nothing came. So he inclined his head at both of them. “I am glad to meet you, Commander Kouyen.” He forced a smile and noticed Armand and Celius do the same. “And you, Lady Dafdya.”

      The female bared her teeth in an edgy grin that wasn’t at all harmless. He could have sworn her teeth looked sharper than human ones.

      Brax braced his hand on his hip, stalking a few strides closer to the table behind the two Fae, curiosity overcoming him at the sheer dimensions of the wooden construct.

      The commander tensed at his approach, but didn’t draw the wicked sabers at his side.

      “How, in Vala’s name, do you drag that across the lands? Is it foldable?” Brax itched to knock on the surface of the massive-looking table. “Is it hollow?”

      The female’s grin turned real as she studied the young lord’s curiosity. “It is, Lord Brax, part of a wagon, and foldable.” She turned around, rolling the map aside alongside the figurines, and Brax couldn’t help but notice how the commander relaxed as the tiny portable military units lay in disarray instead of an identifiable formation.

      Celius joined them on feet almost as stealthy as a Fae, making Brax gasp as he reached around him to actually knock on the wood. “Why don’t our armies have something like this?” he asked the Lord of Eedwood, who raised an eyebrow in response, then shook his head.

      “It is a fascinating table. However, I would prefer our attention lay on the matters most urgent.”

      At that, Commander Kouyen chuckled, his dangerous, serious facade cracking in an instant. “Our queen has most certainly told us about the noble Lord of Eedwood, but seeing him here, in my humble tent… What a pleasure.”

      Brax wondered if the male was serious, but a warm smile had replaced the beautiful face of the monster that Brax would normally have feared. “We have matters to discuss, it seems.” Getting to the point was probably the best way to go. No pleasantries that weren’t heartfelt, no small talk that could potentially drive him into accidental bargains.

      “It seems so,” Kouyen echoed, that smile still in place.
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      “The King of Ulfray and his queen, Gandrett, have sent us to support the north,” Kouyen said unceremoniously as he measured the Lord of Ackwood, the Lord of Eedwood, and Celius.

      Armand knew better than to cringe under his scrutiny. He’d endured that of his father for years, and he had never lived up to the old lord’s expectations. So he hardly cared whether or not a Fae soldier found him lacking; what he did care about was if Kouyen was truly here to fight alongside their armies.

      He’d also read enough about Fae to remember to be specific with words, whether their wordplays were a legend or the truth, he didn’t want to make any mistakes.

      “And have you only been sent, or are you actually here to support us?” Brax was faster, his tongue sharp compared to what he was used to from the gentle Lord of Ackwood. But the past events had hollowed all of them out, and there was little patience left to work with. The same seems to be valid for Brax.

      The female laughed softly, her voice like wind chimes and so disturbingly alluring that he wanted to hit his head on the table just to not be drawn to stare at her.

      “You are smart, Lord of Ackwood,” she said. “Smart and such a pretty young man.”

      Kouyen cut her a warning glance before he turned to Brax. “I don’t know what you’ve heard about our king, but most stories are probably true. Only, not all of us are like that.”

      The female grumbled beside him, and Armand had a hard time not finding even that charming.

      He shook his head. “Not all of you?”

      Celius murmured his agreement to this question.

      “Our former king isn’t particularly fond of humans, but Nehelon is. Especially with a half-human Mate.”

      Armand didn’t fail to notice that Kouyen had omitted the king’s title. Almost as if he saw more in the king—a friend maybe. He shared a look with Celius who, of course, had observed the same thing.

      “Gandrett is half-Fae?” Brax extracted the only truly important detail of Kouyen’s statement.

      The Fae male nodded. “Part-Fae at least. It was as much a shock to her as it is to you and the rest of us, believe me.”

      And as he watched the commander circle the table until he stood behind it, picking up the map, Armand could see the truth in his eyes.

      “In short,” Kouyen continued, “we’re here to save your human asses.”

      Brax stiffened beside him while Celius coughed to disguise a laugh.

      Armand, however, found it rather refreshing to see that the Fae commander spoke as unelaborately as any human soldier would.

      “And what should that saving our asses look like, exactly?” Armand inquired, folding his arms over his chest as he measured the male, head to toe: the fine features, the warrior’s body, the armor and weapons that could never have been of human making.

      To his surprise, it was Dafdya who responded, running her fingers over the hilt of her sword. “You have no idea, boy, what horrors have been set loose in Ulfray. And they are now entering the human lands, too. We fought an entire army of them, were ambushed right at the Sivesian border.”

      Armand’s chest constricted at the urgency in her tone, all playfulness gone, all pretty smiles turned into raw warrior’s efficiency. “Our world has been split in two, and it is no longer human against Fae, but it is those who are with the Dragon King against those who believe in a free Neredyn. And our king and queen are of the latter sort. So unless you tell us that you are with the Dragon King, we’re here to unite our army with yours so we can kick that immortal pain in the ass back into a grave—far away, preferably.”

      While Armand was still searching for a proper response to her words, Brax was again one step ahead.

      “You say you are here to fight alongside us against the Dragon King? Show us that you mean it. Tell us everything that happened, and I will show you the carcass of the dragon we slayed.” Brax’s determination shone in every single syllable, and the Fae must have heard it too, for they inclined their heads.

      “In times of war, we must be smarter than our enemies and seek alliances. We don’t have more proof to bring than the story of what has come to pass in the Fae lands. But we have a human witness whom we saved from the Maraoul army sent by the exiled Fae queen.” Kouyen’s eyes turned even darker if that was possible as he nodded at Dafdya, who strolled out of the tent without a word.

      Armand noticed how Brax fidgeted near the table that all of them had been so fascinated with. But now the map was spread once more, the figurines in a pile at the corner.

      Kouyen marched around it to pick up a banner man and set it down next to the elaborate drawing of Ackwood symbolized with the gargantuan statue of two hooded men guarding the city gates in the east, the palace spires, and the waters surrounding the city. The male placed the figurine northeast of Ackwood and added a second one and a third. By the time all of them were standing, Armand identified the banners of House Brenheran, Denderlain, Aucrosta, and a fir and gold one that he had never seen before.

      “House Idresea,” Kouyen informed him, reading Armand’s question from his face before he could voice it.

      Brax stepped forward, running his fingers over the Lapidonian banner. “Four houses of Neredyn uniting into one big army.” He looked up, meeting Armand’s gaze, and Armand found the sorrow over the loss of all those lives in the battle for Eedwood Castle and then at Ackwood in the emerald of Brax’s eyes.

      Words failed Armand as he considered the potential for a united army, for what it would mean for their odds to survive this war and free Sives … and the danger the Fae would present as soon as the Dragon King was wiped from the board.

      But it was Gandrett and Nehelon who’d sent those fighters. They trusted them. And Sives could use all the help it could get.

      A few minutes later, they were still staring at the map, the detailed drawings of the points of interest, when Dafdya arrived with an old woman in tow, a heavy limp suggesting that she was recovering from an injury.

      It took Armand a moment to understand that the woman was human—the age alone should have been enough indication, but when he saw her ears—rounded—he was certain. She wasn’t screaming or fighting the Fae who walked beside her, even appeared quite intrigued by whatever conversation they’d had on the way here as she looked from Brax to Celius to Armand, studying them with dark, hooded eyes, and nodded as if in response to the female.

      “Allow me to introduce”—Dafdya gestured at the woman whose wrinkled face reminded Armand of some of the elderly women on the farms they’d saved from Shygon worshippers what felt a lifetime ago—“Nana Sina.”

      Nana Sina inclined her head and said with a heavy Lapidonian accent, “It’s a pleasure to meet friends of the Queen of Fae.”

      Armand remembered his manners and gave the woman a smile. “Thank you, Nana Sina. We only just learned that our friend Gandrett has become queen.”

      Nana Sina grinned crookedly, her thick braid sliding over her shoulder as she shook her head. “These are times of surprise, Lord of Eedwood. Never in my right mind would I have believed the Fae would save me one day and that my magic would be of use rather than a threat to the human lands.”

      “Your magic?” Brax prompted, taking a step toward the woman as if wanting to peer right into her for said magic.

      Nana Sina nodded and lifted a hand. Beside him, Celius reached for his sword. Of course, he did. They had all been brought up to fear magic, and when they’d encountered it, so far, it had only harmed them.

      Except for the dragon tears. Deelah had learned their use from Armand’s mother long before the Shygon cult was on its rise. With half his mind, he allowed himself to think of the woman who had basically brought him up after his mother’s death, of the last time he’d seen her at Eedwood Castle, and decided he couldn’t wonder if he’d need to write her name on a gravestone yet. He was ready for a lot—had to be—but not for that.

      “Oh, keep your blade stowed away,” Dafdya suggested with an eye-roll that took away from her general grace. “What little magic she has can barely be used to fry dinner.”

      Nana Sina frowned at the female, apparently not even remotely intimidated. That alone gave Armand confidence that, indeed, those Fae were here to help them rather than trick them.

      Near the table, Brax must have come to the same conclusion, for he smiled and gestured at the magic wielder. “Any friend of Gandrett’s is a friend of mine.” It went unspoken that the courtesy extended to her Fae friends.

      Kouyen must have understood it the same way, breaking into a broad smile that, Armand had to admit, was breathtakingly handsome. He grinned at himself as he imagined Gandrett between a whole court of such beautiful creatures. However she came to choose the former chancellor of Ackwood, he couldn’t tell. But Mates—

      The concept was new to him. Lovers, married couples, yes, but Mates…

      “Good.” Nana Sina rubbed her hands. “Because I don’t think I can retell the story of the Maraoul attacking the Exiles one more time without tearing up into a waterfall.”

      Dafdya smiled and placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “I know.”

      And just like that, all tension had left the tent. All? No. The question of what those Maraoul were and what they were going to do about the Dragon King remained unspoken in the air alongside—

      “What happened to Gandrett?” Brax asked cautiously.

      Kouyen’s features turned grave as he glanced at Dafdya, whose shoulders lifted as she inhaled a deep breath.

      “The exiled Fae queen attacked with her horde of Maraoul hybrids,” Kouyen explained, and Armand’s stomach turned as the male illustrated in detail what those creatures were and how they’d taken a group of magic wielders apart who lived at the Ulfrayan border—Nana Sina’s companions. But his heart stilled when Kouyen told him the reason why Gandrett wasn’t here herself after she and the King of Fae had set out north with the army to come for Sives’s aid.

      “What do you mean, she took her?” Brax demanded. “Where did she take her?”

      The Lord of Ackwood’s eyes widened in genuine fear at the bloody, gory details of the battle at the borders and Gandrett’s sacrifice.

      “She didn’t go willingly,” Brax reasoned. “She never would.”

      “Of course, she didn’t go willingly,” Kouyen agreed, almost offended. “But she stopped fighting, eventually, when Liri threatened Nehelon and the general.”

      “So the Fae King is free?” Armand asked, hopeful.

      The look Dafdya cut him almost sliced him apart, and so did the expression on Nana Sina’s face.

      “Have you no concept of what it does to a Fae to lose a Mate?” Dafdya bit at him. “He will not rest until he finds her. He will not fight in this war before he gets her back. Nothing and no one is more important than his Mate, and if you don’t get that, it’s good that you will never be Mated to anyone.”

      For some reason, her words hit hard, and Armand took a small step back as he tried to figure out what about it made him squeamish.

      “Mates, you must understand,” Kouyen explained with a milder face, “are rare. If two Mates find each other across this world, it’s like two halves of one whole are being sealed back together. There is no coming back from losing a Mate. You will never be complete.”

      The way Dafdya’s eyes went distant a bit told Armand that there was history in the female’s life—painful history connected to the topic of Mates.

      Had he thought of them as intimidating a few moments before? Now all he could think of was how curious their traditions, even the way they loved, seemed to be. Not so much different from comparing any two human peoples of Neredyn.

      “So we cannot count on the king to fight with us,” Kouyen said without conviction in his tone. It was a simple fact. And no one would blame Nehelon for going after Gandrett—especially not Armand, whose cousin the Child of Vala had saved. His friend.

      “What can we do to help?” Celius wanted to know as he glanced between the Fae and the woman.

      Kouyen and Dafdya shared a look of surprise. “Find a place to stay for Nana Sina,” Dafdya said and gave the woman a smile. “The Sivesian winter is no place for a human her age to be.”

      Nana Sina frowned again, but she didn’t give the impression she’d object to a cozy room with a roaring hearth.

      “I have enough space in the palace,” Brax offered.

      And he was right. Bringing the woman closer would mean more insights into everything Fae. She had lived in Ulfray, traveled with the Fae. She would be an invaluable source of information. Besides, a warm room would do wonders for her old bones.

      While Dafdya helped the woman into the only chair in the tent, Kouyen picked up more figurines. “So we are agreed that this is an alliance?”

      “The new Human-Fae alliance,” Brax stated, and Armand nodded, barely able to hide his surprise as Kouyen offered a handshake to seal their agreement.

      The male’s grasp was firm, but not painful—controlled in a way that reminded him that Kouyen was Fae and his strength could smite any of the humans in the tent. Not that he could ever forget. Brax didn’t seem half as uncomfortable as he shook hands with the commander. And when they were done, they’d made history, even if that history hadn’t achieved a thing yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ithrylan. We need to get to Ithry—”

      Nehelon stopped mid-sentence as a sharp pain ran through him, head to toe, reverberating in his chest long after the rest of his body recovered.

      Gordan was at his side in an instant, axe drawn and eyes assessing with professional focus that this time, the threat wasn’t coming from outside. That it wasn’t even a threat at all.

      “What’s going on?” Cal wanted to know.

      Nehelon only held up a hand, silencing all and any questions that might come his way, for in the middle of the all-consuming pain, of the sense of drowning, a familiar flicker of stubbornness came to life, and he could have cried with relief as, for the first time in days, he felt Gandrett through the Mating bond.

      I’m here, he told her in his mind. I feel you.

      She didn’t respond. Of course, she didn’t. There was no such thing as reading your Mate’s thoughts. But he could feel her panic, her struggle for breath constricting his own lungs. On instinct, his hands grasped for Gordan’s forearm as his knees buckled. His brother caught him, heaving him back to his feet.

      “I’ve got you,” he murmured and leaned Nehelon against the stable wall. “Tell me the direction, and I’ll get the horses so we can be on our way.”

      Gordan’s words were swept away by a surge of pain that made Nehelon believe that this was the end, that he’d die in a forgotten village in front of a dragon boy. At least, his brother was at his side.

      Then the connection was gone, and the Mating bond went silent once more.

      Nehelon loosed a roar that launched swarms of resting birds into flight.

      

      Gandrett couldn’t breathe fast enough or deep enough. The water in her lungs was slowly receding, forced from her mouth by the Dragon King’s magic. But the air that replaced it wasn’t remotely enough to satisfy her need to breathe.

      Those iron claws of his mind had dug back into hers, pushing her back into the position of a silent observer.

      For a foolish moment, she’d believed that this was it. That she’d die in that gods-forsaken ice-hole Raynar had shoved her into. But then he’d loosed his grasp on her for a moment—long enough to act on her panic and scramble out of the water. And save both herself and the Dragon King.

      She didn’t have space to ponder the meaning of what had happened. Only that she’d survived. And now was the new host for Raynar Leyon, the Dragon King, immortal evil once beheaded by her own Mate. And returned through the summoning of the worshippers of Shygon and Nehelon Idresea’s manic mother, who so insanely loved him.

      Gandrett’s stomach turned, bile collecting in her mouth before whatever Raynar had made them eat that day announced its presence on her tongue.

      Raynar shoved it back into her stomach—his stomach—their stomach. She no longer knew what was his and what was hers. Only that the pain was hers—all of it. Especially that searing sensation originating in her chest where she knew a bond as solid as steel connected her to her Mate.

      Nehelon. She thought the name for lack of a voice.

      “You should know better than to believe he will come for you, Gandrett,” the Dragon King spoke to her, using that voice that was no longer hers.

      I am here. And I’ll fight with every breath to stay with you, she repeated the words she’d spoken to him the last time she’d slept in his arms, and had her body answered to her, tears would have spilled from her eyes.

      Raynar laughed and forced her to their feet. “Let’s go get us something dry to wear. No matter how pretty your wet dress, it is quite unbecoming if it makes you dead, Gandrett.” She shivered at her own chuckle—his chuckle—that followed. “And I’m rather fond of this body. Even if the Heir of Sives was more useful to my needs of the throne of Sives, you bring your own benefits when it comes to my revenge.”

      Gandrett wasn’t surprised in the least. She’d seen it in Raynar’s eyes that day at Ackwood palace when he’d recognized Nehelon. If he had a chance, he’d take revenge. He’d make the Fae King bleed—and what better way to do that than to capture his Mate?

      Conveniently, Liri had done the dirty work by distracting them with a Maraoul army so she could get close to Gandrett. She could see it all, every tiny piece clicking into place. And Raynar’s madness was at the center of it.

      “It is rather impolite to call someone mad in their presence,” Raynar pointed out as he dragged her half-frozen body forward.

      Mad—you’re insane. Gandrett knew the consequences would hit her, but the temporary relief the words brought her lifted the vise from her chest for a fraction of a moment.

      In the next heartbeat, Raynar reached for the closest torch on the wall and placed Gandrett’s palm in the fire.

      While the laughter was the Dragon King’s, the shriek of agony was hers—and it hatched from her lips, tearing through the Dragon King’s control.

      “You will learn to hold your tongue… Wait—I hold your tongue.” He brought her scorched hand to her mouth, forcing her tortured fingers to grab for her tongue as he thought at her, I would rip it out if I didn’t need your lovely voice to speak.

      Something in his tone told Gandrett she wouldn’t be the first to lose a tongue at his hand—virtually or literally his. It no longer mattered.

      I will heal your hand later, he told her in her mind, fingers letting go of her tongue, then continued in spoken words, “We have need of your pretty fingers.”

      Again, the connotation in his tone let her assume the worst—and she wasn’t even certain what the worst he could do was, only that she never wanted to find out.

      The Meister—the Dragon King’s general—had prepared her for a lot over those years of torment at the priory in Everrun, but this … this was an entirely new level of cruelty that had nothing to do with her or what she’d done right or wrong in her life, only what she was to Nehelon. And that made it even worse.

      For every time Raynar achieved hurting her, he’d hurt both of them. And while she’d learned to suffer, could handle pain even if only for a short while, she would never learn to handle Nehelon’s pain.

      “We’ve got the rest of all eternity for you to get acquainted with that thought, Gandrett,” Raynar mocked.

      Gandrett didn’t deign to respond with a single thought other than that he’d pay for it. For all of it.

      “I’ll pay for nothing, Gandrett. I have the crown of Sives and the Queen of Fae in my power. With two territories at my mercy, there is little left in my path to glory.”

      The weight of the crown pressing into her wet hair like lead emphasized his words as they turned the corner back to the room she’d been dressed in.

      Selloue Grenta was waiting by the door, her eyes shining with excitement as she spotted them, and she bobbed a curtsey.

      “I’ve prepared a bath, Your Majesty,” the lady informed them.

      Gandrett’s head dipped an inch, led by Raynar’s control.

      But no matter how much Gandrett craved the warmth and comfort of a bath, she’d rather grip the burning torch all over again than lay naked in a tub with Raynar in her head.

      That can be arranged for, the Dragon King purred into her mind.

      Gandrett’s screams didn’t cross her lips this time when the Dragon King shoved her hand into the glowing embers in the hearth.

      

      The wind swept Addie up like a pair of loving arms.

      Freedom—

      It was all she’d been dreaming of for the longest time, to simply be able to spread her wings and fly. No leash, no restrictions, no Dragon King holding her back.

      Water was dripping from her talons in crystal droplets reflecting the colors of the rainbow, and all she could think of was that she was going north. Not to Eedwood, but Ackwood where she hoped Armand had found refuge. If Joshua was right, the Lord of Eedwood was still alive. There was nothing she wanted to believe more—except, maybe that, this time, she’d escape for good. That this time, no claws of mental iron would rip into her.

      In the distance, she could make out the mountain range cutting Neredyn down the middle. Human lands in the east and Fae lands in the west. She flapped her wings again, ignoring the calls of the other dragons, whines even, as if they were suffering from her choice to leave—or anticipating something terrible to happen.

      But the sounds of their thoughts ebbed with every wingbeat, her mind clearing as she headed past the brilliant yellow orb in the skies. How good it felt to breathe, how her heart was leaping in her chest—cautiously, quietly. But leaping anyway. Until—

      Adrienne! Raynar’s mind cut into hers like pins of steel, and Addie’s wings buckled under the weight of his command as he ordered her to come to him without delay.

      Something was different in the way his voice reverberated through her—stronger, more physical, even though he had to be miles and miles away. Half a kingdom or more, she hoped.

      The mountains were calling from before her, the scent of winter and the sleeping soil of the grain fields in the north. But Raynar’s summons was absolute, just like death was absolute. Like her fate was absolute.

      Only, if Raynar had come back from death once—maybe she could break free from his power. Maybe she could—

      Adrienne, Adrienne. Don’t make me come to you and drag you home by your tail. There was unmistakable humor in his tone.

      Addie decided she didn’t want to know what made the Dragon King so happy.

      You will see in time, Adrienne, he responded to her thoughts.

      Addie shuddered, her wings weaker as Raynar’s will steered her off the path and the morning light blinded her as she ventured back east—not southeast from where she’d set out.

      You’ll meet me halfway, Addie, he explained as if she’d asked.

      Addie shook her head, earning a sensual laugh from the Dragon King. And her wings carried her exactly where he wanted, whether she approved or not. No amount of tears would change that, so Addie didn’t cry. Nor did she try to fight him. She’d done everything in her power to rid the world of him, had been ready to kill Joshua Brenheran and forfeit her own life so Raynar would be defeated. Joshua had been faster, had driven his sword into his own body.

      And it hadn’t been enough. If that hadn’t, what would?

      A bit dramatic, Adrienne, Raynar remarked.

      Addie didn’t care. She simply floated along where the Dragon King led, her own will turning into foam and dust. There would be someone at some point who’d end him—and her—or there wouldn’t. But Addie no longer knew if she had enough fight in her to try one more time.

      Raynar’s lover’s laugh ran through her. I knew you’d see sense at some point, dragon maiden.

      Don’t call me that, she spat in her mind. We both know it would be delusional to assume I’d ever be that. Well, maybe a little fight after all.

      Raynar didn’t respond, and Addie swallowed the bitterness on her tongue, the regrets she’d held over every single friend she’d lost or abandoned, for the Lord of Eedwood, whose lips she would never kiss.

      The snowy fields covering the unpopulated regions north of Ithrylan flew past like a veil above the world as she moved deliberately slow. There wasn’t much she needed to do when Raynar carried her weight by sheer force of will.

      Look north, Adrienne, he commanded.

      Addie’s head turned and she found the outline of an enormous fire-red beast hovering in the thinning clouds.

      Another dragon.

      Yes, another dragon. And this one, I assure you, will not defy me.

      Adrienne didn’t ask why. After the conversation with Mecht and spending days around the other dragons, there no longer was a need to ask. He was threatening the life of one of the poor creature’s loved ones for sure.

      You’ve been busy, I see, Raynar commented, no short amount of amusement surfacing in his tone. But what else would I have expected of the clever dragon maiden I chose?

      Addie didn’t correct him this time, too transfixed by the woman riding on the dragon’s neck, her chestnut braid fanning out behind her and her features calm and composed.

      She tore her head free of Raynar’s grasp long enough to scan the rest of the sky around her for others, for a sign of the Dragon King in the air or even on the ground where the snow turned heavier.

      With every beat of her wings, every small bit she got closer to them, more dread pooled in Addie’s chest.

      She’d seen the woman before. Knew the woman. The fighter, the lady in disguise, the lonely girl from Alencourt who’d been made into a Child of Vala—her friend.

      Gandrett, she whispered in her mind, but from her throat, a roar accompanied by a burst of turquoise flames erupted.
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      Mckenzie had long exchanged her gossamer and chiffon ensembles for practical riding and fighting clothes. Not armor, exactly, but close enough so Taghi didn’t look at her like she would fall at the next piercing look from Bureez Dumcon.

      Humid warmth filled the streets, the heat alleviated by a rare blanket of clouds, as she strolled along the pathway leading from the leisure hall to the stables where she was to meet Taghi.

      The prince had set aside the official mourning attire for the benefit of his own riding clothes adorned with bits of leather armor, and Mckenzie’s heart both leapt at the sight of him and bled for everything he’d lost. Her husband-to-be. What odds had they defied, what drama endured, only to make it to this point where they could be together—even if Queen Nazanin alongside Miitra and Nalesh were the only ones at court to know of their engagement. It was official enough for Mckenzie. The rest would follow soon.

      As for now, they did all they could in order to help Nazanin with the decision for a new monarch or an interim at her side. It was custom, Taghi had explained to her in a rare quiet moment, that after one of the rulers died, either the second abdicated and a new pair was put on the throne, or an interim was established to fill the empty spot until the new pair could be determined.

      In times of war, leaving the throne without protection would be insanity, they had all agreed—even the queen had cursed at what might happen if she laid down the crown without the assured succession of a pair of new rulers. Taghi and Miitra would be the natural successors of Shyrrik and Nazanin, but the House Saza Brina had made it a custom to hold an election even when the new rulers were heirs by blood. Not an election, really, a custom that could be easily changed if Nazanin wanted to speed up the succession. But in the more liberal Saza Brina rule, Nazanin would always opt for gathering the court’s full support before she put her son or her niece on the throne.

      Mckenzie had made it almost to the stables when Miitra called her from a side path.

      “I’ve been trying to find you all afternoon,” she complained, face only half disgruntled.

      Mackenzie shrugged as the princess fell into step beside her. “It’s not like I’m hiding.”

      “Just covering your tracks wherever you go.”

      Miitra had a point.

      It had been Taghi’s idea for Mckenzie to learn more stealth so she could navigate the palace unnoticed the way he sometimes did. And Mckenzie had turned out to be an adept student—at least, Nalesh, who trained her, had praised her for her rapid progress.

      “I’d rather be unfound than un-alive,” Mckenzie retorted, but the humor in her voice was an act. Nothing about the way the king of Phornes had died in an empty hallway was anything to laugh about.

      Miitra considered her from the side. “Taghi told us you’d meet here and that you needed an extra presence so you’d be inconspicuous.”

      Mckenzie rolled her eyes. “Of course, he did.” Ever since Mckenzie had insisted he not stay away from her, he’d become extra cautious when they met in public. “I wonder how much longer before he’ll get tired of trying to hide what no one will care about.”

      Miitra’s eyebrows rose. “If you believe no one will care about your union with the Prince of Phornes, you think wrong.”

      “Why’s that?” Mckenzie had watched the royal court over the past weeks, more carefully even than before, and there was nothing indicating that their engagement would put politics in turmoil.

      Miitra snorted. “Well … before Father’s death, people wouldn’t have cared as much. But now, Taghi’s ascent to the throne is pending, and there will be factions who will insist on a Phornian consort.”

      Mckenzie wasn’t surprised about that, only about the fact that Taghi had been avoiding the topic. However, she didn’t comment on either, only on the way Miitra’s smile hadn’t returned in full. “I know what it means to lose a father, Miitra,” she reminded the princess as she reached for her shoulder and rubbed her palm over her arm. “I lost mine the night I was sent away from Ackwood. I couldn’t even attend his funeral.”

      Miitra gave her a long look full of compassion. “I’m sorry, Mac.”

      For a while, they walked in silence, the huffing of the horses in the meadows framing their path the only thing interrupting their measured steps.

      Eventually, Mckenzie shook her head. So much had changed since that day Taghi’s guards escorted her to his carriage. She thought back on those horrible minutes when she’d crafted the letter to Brax—a goodbye and a cry for help.

      Now Brax was the one in need of help with the Dragon King active in the north most in all of Neredyn.

      She exhaled all thoughts of politics in a long shaky breath and pinned on a smile that didn’t even remotely feel healthy. “Any news from Lapidos?”

      She hadn’t heard from Princess Muriel, and neither had Taghi. But something in the way Miitra’s lips twitched told her that the Princess of Phornes had.

      “Spit it out, Miitra.” She couldn’t help noticing the mischief in the princess’s eyes.

      “Muriel arrived safely back in Ilaton and was welcomed by her sister and the king and queen of Lapidos,” Miitra shared, and Mckenzie wondered what other news there was that put such a glow on her friend’s face.

      “Did she write to you?” she prompted and was surprised to find Miitra nod without hesitation.

      “She sent an official letter informing the crown of Phornes of how the news of the disentangled alliance was received—and then she sent another letter…”

      Mckenzie didn’t remind Miitra that they had probably a minute before they’d be within hearing distance of the stable hands, but gave the princess the time she needed to share whatever she wanted to share.

      Miitra didn’t say another word.

      By the time they entered the stables, Mckenzie had gone through about a hundred scenarios in her mind of what the letter might have contained. A girl with a shovel bowed to Miitra as they walked up to the back part where Taghi’s dark figure was pacing.

      Not just Taghi was waiting, Mckenzie realized as a second voice sounded from behind the stalls.

      Miitra rolled her eyes almost at the same time as Mckenzie did.

      “How fabulous of you to join,” Bureez Dumcon greeted with the smirk of the century, and Mckenzie’s stomach clenched uncomfortably at the thought of what the name Dumcon meant to Miitra—her lover and the man who’d killed her lover.

      “Bureez has decided he wants to accompany us on our ride to inspect the outpost,” Taghi explained with a somewhat exasperated expression on his features.

      Mckenzie swallowed and decided now was not the time to confront the Dumcon boy about any of it—it would never be the time unless Miitra wanted it to be.

      A glance at her friend confirmed that Miitra saw it too, her past, what had happened to the woman she’d loved—even if Bureez hadn’t been the one to kill her…

      “The question is: What made you decide to join us?” Miitra pushed out between gritted teeth, her pretty smile long vanished.

      Bureez raised a brow. “I’m here to observe and learn so I can help my uncle.”

      “And report back to him about every single meal and piss-break of the royal heirs to him?” Taghi retorted, and Mckenzie choked on a surprised laugh.

      Bureez shot her a dark look that was surely meant to silence her.

      Those Dumcon and their view of women—Mckenzie had heard enough about it. History told enough about it to last three lifetimes.

      She widened her smile into a near-grimace.

      “Four times a day.” With considerable effort, she kept the grin off her features.

      Bureez raised both eyebrows. “Four times a day what?”

      “Piss-breaks. Unless it’s that time of the month—and that’s not necessarily considered pissing, is it?”

      Miitra burst out in a laugh that was as un-royal as the goats keeping some of the finer horses company. Taghi flashed a satisfied grin while Bureez stared at her like she had lost her mind.

      “Now that you know, you may as well return to your uncle and report back to him.” Taghi folded his arms over his chest, jerking his chin at the palace.

      For a long moment, Bureez’s jaw hung open before he seemed to collect himself, and a wide grin replaced his former frown. “And is it?” He cocked his head at Mckenzie.

      “Is it what?” She prompted despite knowing better than to ask.

      “That time of the month?”

      Touché. Mckenzie was about to dig for a smart response when Miitra came to her aid. “Why don’t you join us, Lord Bureez, and find out how often we stop.” Her dark eyes sparked as they met his. “But be warned that you can never unknow what you learn about our bathroom habits on this trip.”

      Bureez’s wide-eyed expression was almost enough to make Mckenzie laugh out loud, but he recovered quickly and inclined his head—“Very well, then”—and strolled for the stables.

      It took Mckenzie a minute to recover and come to terms that the Dumcon boy would indeed take notes on how often and where they stopped to piss. But, at least, she had vented her frustration, and both Taghi and Miitra had smiled. That alone had been worth it.

      The stable hands guided three saddled horses toward them, the group led by Bureez Dumcon, who had retrieved a brown mare with the Dumcon coat of arms stitched to the saddlecloth.

      Taghi and Miitra got onto their horses and framed Mckenzie as she mounted her gelding, and together, they trotted off, Bureez Dumcon on their heels.

      By the time they reached the gates, a group of guards was flanking the party. Not as inconspicuous as Mckenzie had hoped, but better than so many other options these days—like being alone with Taghi, who constantly looked over his shoulder for potential spying eyes.

      As if he had read her thoughts, Taghi’s gaze found hers, amusement gradually fading as they neared the small crowd gathering near the end of the market by the palace wall.

      “The Blossom of Khila!” they cheered between waves and salutes for their prince and princess.

      Mckenzie’s stomach tightened. Not too long ago, they had called her that when she’d ridden through those streets with Taghi still her enemy—maybe not her enemy, but less than a friend. And most definitely less than what he was now.

      “They love the heirs to the throne of Phornes,” Bureez narrated as they rode along, Taghi and Miitra smiling and waving at their people while Mckenzie inclined her head at some, her lips pressed into a line that was supposed to resemble a smile.

      These people in the streets… They would welcome a union between her and Taghi. They had welcomed it when the world still believed they were to marry.

      She swallowed the urge to point out exactly that to Taghi and Miitra and to grab her fiancé’s hand for the entire world to see.

      “Would they still approve if they learned what their prince gambled away?” Bureez amended, and Taghi shot him a warning glance over his shoulder.

      Bureez merely nudged his horse forward until he was riding beside Miitra, remaining there until they left the main road, turning into more narrow streets leading toward the edge of the city.

      They rode in silence, Miitra and Taghi’s faces more grim by the minute as they neared the first sandstone tower by the outer city walls.

      “I assume your uncle keeps you well informed about the military situation of Phornes,” Miitra prompted as they crossed through the gates under the watchful eyes of the city guards.

      “Well enough to know what initially brought Lady Brenheran to Khila,” Bureez drawled with an air of uncaring. He turned to Taghi and winked—actually winked at the prince. “Good choice, by the way.”

      His eyes roamed back to Mckenzie, grazing her curves through the riding leathers. The oily feel lingered long after they made it past the walls and the rows of palm trees lining the entry to the capital.

      “How long to the outpost?” Mckenzie asked the Phornian princess beside her, ignoring Bureez’s presence so thoroughly that she’d almost forgotten he was still there.

      Then he laughed, and Mckenzie felt the anger pool in her stomach at everything he represented.

      “An hour,” Taghi’s curt response carried from her other side.

      When she turned to the prince, nothing of the man she was going to marry mirrored in his eyes, lingering on Bureez Dumcon as if he could make him disappear with sheer willpower.

      Mckenzie bit back the million thoughts entering her mind at how she could turn that cold gaze into a heated one, failing hard as her eyes wandered along his arms all the way up to his shoulders, his neck, where his hair was tied. Her fingers itched to reach over and delve into it, to pull him closer until his mouth was close enough to devour.

      Miitra’s throat-clearing pulled her out of it before she could waste a moment on acknowledging that Taghi’s eyes had indeed warmed, and a grin was tugging on his lips as his eyes studied her with that familiar amusement.

      Soon, his gaze seemed to say, and Mckenzie’s heart started thumping in her throat.

      Taghi’s eyelids shuttered, and a scream tore the air as, from behind bushes and rocks, soldiers in foreign leather armor stormed for them.

      Mckenzie reached for her sword with one hand, the other keeping her horse steady as she prepared to use the blade the way she’d trained to do those past months. Beside her, Miitra did the same, and Taghi already held his scythe in his hand. Heavy Phornian curses slid off Bureez Dumcon’s tongue as he drew his blade, and he spurred his horse into a gallop, joining the ranks of the guards who’d formed a defensive line against the attackers.

      Mckenzie wanted to ask who these attackers were, but her words were swallowed up by a roar that hadn’t seen its equal in the lands of Phornes—at least not in the past seven hundred years.

      From the rare cover of clouds, the outline of a mighty, winged creature approached, claws open like a bird of prey’s as it aimed directly for them.

      

      In his chest, Taghi’s heart nearly stopped at the sight of the dragon shooting for them.

      “Down!” His shout rang out, and he grabbed for Mckenzie on instinct, ripping her off her horse as he flung himself to the ground.

      Between the horses scattering like a flock of stirred birds, he was faintly aware of his cousin crawling closer on the dusty road. He couldn’t care less where the Dumcon was, though. His smirking face had already caused enough trouble this morning.

      The booming beat of wings neared as the dragon circled above the heads of the guards fighting the soldiers on the ground.

      Shygon worshippers, probably. The armor wasn’t familiar, but the people were definitely Phornian. Even their weapons were—short and long scythes, curved swords. The weapons of the Phornian army.

      Beneath his arm, Mckenzie cursed as she scrambled to her feet. Taghi loosed a breath and pulled her along as he made for the closest rock to seek shelter.

      “That’s a dragon,” she uttered as she plopped to the ground by his side, her presence reassuring that he hadn’t yet lost everything, “a gods-damned dragon.”

      “It’s coming for us,” the Dumcon added for no one’s benefit. They all had their eyes directed at the gigantic creature in the sky—larger even, now that it was hovering right above them.

      Taghi glanced back over his shoulder where the guards were clashing with the Shygon soldiers, Nalesh in the thick of it with his blade slicing efficiently through throats and thighs.

      Yes, he’d made the right choice in appointing the guard to Mckenzie. He had kept her safe despite all the ill wishes in the Saza Brina court.

      At least, Taghi had his mother’s blessing for their marriage. It would take a while to convince the rest of those with influence in Khila that marrying a foreigner from the north was a good idea for a prince about to ascend to the throne.

      As if that would matter. He planned to rule side by side with Miitra one day, the way his mother had ruled with Shyrrik.

      He shook his head against the thoughts swirling in his mind most of these days because none of them would be important if that Shaelak-cursed beast above them decided to throw a mouthful of flames at them.

      “What do we do?” Bureez whispered from the side as he pressed his back against the boulder.

      “It’s not like anyone trained us for a dragon attack,” Miitra threw at him, and, despite the direness of the situation, Taghi couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Use whatever you have, Bureez,” Taghi told him. “It’s the only thing we can do.” And hope. But he didn’t speak that aloud. Because he wasn’t sure hope was something they could afford.

      The dragon tilted its head as it hovered in the air like a falcon ready to strike, its claws big enough to take apart the rock providing meager protection, and Taghi’s body went cold as he met the creature’s gaze across the distance.

      The beast was too far away to make out details, but Taghi was almost certain that what he was staring at weren’t the eyes of a killer. At least he hoped. And where had hoping led him before…

      A quick glance at Mckenzie confirmed that she was equally spellbound by the dragon, even when her features were defined by horror rather than the fascination building inside of him.

      Around them, the noise of battle drew closer. Taghi snapped out of wondering about the dragon—why it hadn’t laid waste to the Phornian guards with the fire it could supposedly spit, but was observing instead how the crown heirs were cowering behind a rock.

      A glance at the battle told Taghi that the guards were being pushed back, and, no matter how much either of the men protecting them would object, he knew he needed to help or they might be overpowered.

      For Shaelak’s sake, they would all die anyway if the dragon decided to make a move. So Taghi Saza Brina let go of all fears of what might or might not happen if anyone learned what he intended to do with Mckenzie Brenheran and seized her face with his free hand.

      “I love you, my friend, my heart, my everything.” With a kiss, brief and heated, Taghi swept the surprise off her face.

      He didn’t look back as he shot for the mingle of swords and scythes, and he didn’t send Mckenzie to what little protection the rock provided when she joined him, her shoulder flush with his as they stepped into battle.
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      Mckenzie’s lips were still burning when she joined Taghi in the lines of the guards where Shygon worshippers were fighting with surprising strength.

      Where they’d gotten their weapons and uniforms from, Mckenzie didn’t even want to know. But those weren’t average Phornian soldiers. She’d seen enough of the Sivesian armies to know that soldiers shouldn’t be elderly women and young boys—and everything in between. Those were normal people fighting them, Phornian people in the clutch of the Shygon cult and fighting for what they so delusionally believed was right. She could see it in their eyes as their blades met those of the guards, met her own blade, pushing at her with a strength too much to be of pure human origin. She knew that, too, after training with Nalesh, Miitra, and Taghi, none of whom had held back in their recent sessions.

      “What are they?” she asked as Taghi swung his scythe at a man whose sword had made it past the guards.

      He cursed as he grabbed the man by the forearm and pulled the soldier into the curve of his blade. “A particularly vicious breed of fanatics,” he replied as he pulled his scythe free, leaving a trail of crimson as he turned for the next in the ranks of attackers.

      Mckenzie sliced into an arm grabbing for her, shuddering as she drew blood once more. But the soldier pulled back her hand and the deadly blade with it.

      Around her, the battle was raging, even when it was merely two dozen soldiers they had to fight off. But that was enough to make the guards tire and to summon Taghi, Miitra, and even Bureez Dumcon into the confrontation.

      And the dragon above them—like a thundercloud ready to release a deadly bolt of lightning, it hovered in the sky. She wished for a crossbow or at least a spear. Anything that could reach the beast from a distance.

      But it did nothing except observe, which was even more troublesome than if it had attacked them right away. All it did was drive a sheen of sweat onto her skin, a reminder that the danger wasn’t just at the tip of her blade, but could strike from anywhere.

      The Shygon worshippers gained ground, pushing back the guards with their unrelenting battering blows, and Mckenzie drove her sword home whenever an opening presented itself, her hands soon shaking with the count of lives she’d taken. Three—soon it was three. And, thank the gods, those weren’t like the ones she’d read about in Brax’s last letter who kept coming back to life. The horrors her brother had endured—

      She was about to take a deep breath when, from the corner of her eye, she noticed an arrow flying for Taghi’s chest. The prince was busy taking out a particularly tall soldier, oblivious to death coming toward him.

      “Taghi—” Mckenzie shouted as she launched herself at him, tackling him from the side just enough to get him out of harm’s way.

      Taghi and the man stuck on his sword toppled over under her weight, and she landed atop them both, slowly picking herself up as she watched the arrow feather into the ground.

      “Thanks.” Taghi gave her a breathless smile as he untangled himself from the bloodied soldier beneath him, ripping his scythe from the man’s abdomen as he stood.

      Mckenzie ignored the bile in her throat at the view of gore dripping from the blade and smiled back at him. A moment of reprieve in this scene of horror, where more than half the guards had been taken out by the Shygon worshippers of whom merely a few remained standing. They were winning this, and Mckenzie had saved her future husband’s life.

      The thought was still swirling in her mind when Taghi jerked into action, eyes wide with terror as he leaped for her. But too late.

      The world tumbled around Mckenzie as something sharp pierced her side, and her breath left her in a gust as pain seared through her body.

      

      Gandrett only knew she was flying because he knew.

      In the depths of her mind, she was still herself with every bleeding wound and scar, with every choked breath of her past, every deep breath her body was taking now—only, she no longer belonged to herself. She belonged to Raynar Leyon. And his mind was now the one steering her every move, pulling strings like on a puppet.

      She was vaguely aware that she’d been put onto a huge, winged creature the color of which wasn’t that of Addie’s black scales. She’d seen dragon Addie through Raynar’s mind before, in those episodes that should have alarmed her more, but she had shoved aside for the benefit of giving her Mate some peace of mind.

      How she regretted not having told him every last detail of what she’d witnessed, every sensation that had run through her when she’d slipped into his mind rather than being a mere observer.

      And now, she’d become the host for the Dragon King. However that had happened, she was still trying to wrap her head around it.

      You’ve been quiet, Gandrett, Raynar poked her awake, his gaze sweeping over the fire-red scales of the dragon beneath them. Aren’t you enjoying our mode of transportation?

      It’s a gods-damned dragon. It was all Gandrett truly had to say. If you weren’t controlling my body, I’d empty my stomach on your monster.

      She ignored his sensuous laugh, the prickly sensation of discomfort it instilled in her. I hate you.

      I know you do. And isn’t that just fabulous?

      I don’t see what’s fabulous about that.

      Raynar’s will moved Gandrett’s hand up to her face where it slapped—hard.

      He laughed out loud, abusing her voice for that horrible expression of delighting in her pain, her teeth were still chattering as he finally told her, his true voice seeping into her mind, The sweet thing about this particular body is, Gandrett, that I can torment it in ways that would break any human. Also, that it will not die. And that, again, means that I have an eternity to make you pay for all the ways you’ve come between me and my plans in your short lifespan—and of course the way your Mate took my head when he ended the war all those centuries ago. His laugh slithered along her spine like a lick of an icy tongue. Seven centuries of pondering how to best punish him. Seven hundred years of coming up with creative ways to inflict pain on him and his twin.

      Valyn… Gandrett had almost forgotten that Valyn had taken as much part in Raynar’s demise as Nehelon.

      Of course, he has, Raynar cut into her thoughts. And don’t believe for a second that I will spare him just because he allied himself with my dear Liri. He will find his punishment the same way Nehelon will.

      It took Gandrett all she had not to think of Surel, of her brother, who she’d left behind in Lei’Vreah. If they were right and Valyn and Surel were indeed Mates—

      I had such wonderfully gruesome things in mind for the twin princes, but then you came along, capturing Nehelon’s heart, becoming his Mate … and I no longer need to wonder how to lure him out of safety. He will come for you, Gandrett. And when he does, I’ll be ready to break every bone in your body—over and over again. And he won’t be able to do a thing about it—not even put you out of your misery, for he’ll always have to wonder what body I may snatch next and who else he’ll need to kill.

      Raynar’s laugh wasn’t that of a lover when he burst into a wild fit, Gandrett’s voice carrying across the clouds.

      He was still laughing when the clouds parted over a snow-covered world and a familiar smell of dryness and dead soil hit Gandrett’s face.

      Then she saw her—the dragon. Large and black and majestic as she soared through the sky, wings beating like sails whipped by wind.

      She knew who that was. Even from a distance, she could tell that she had seen this dragon before.

      Addie—her thought guttered as Raynar’s laugh turned into an icy hiss.

      Look north, Adrienne, his voice sounded through her mind like a glacial lash.

      In response, Addie’s head jerked toward them in a motion so unnatural, Gandrett believed her neck would snap.

      Another dragon, Addie’s surprised voice reverberated in Gandrett’s head, and she could have fallen to her knees at the familiar sound of it, at the memories of warmth and friendship that carried on it like a cozy blanket.

      Yes, another dragon, Raynar responded promptly, his cool, male tone when he spoke in their minds so at odds with the use of Gandrett’s voice when he used it aloud. And this one, I assure you, will not defy me.

      The fire-red dragon carried them closer until Gandrett could make out individual scales on Addie’s shimmering, black body.

      You’ve been busy, I see, Raynar noted as he forced Gandrett’s gaze toward what lay in the south, far ahead of them where the snow had melted, but clearly visible with her improved Fae senses. But what else should I have expected from the clever dragon maiden I chose?

      Addie shook her head in a way that seemed too much like she was tearing free of a vise, her gaze like a presence of its own, despite how far they’d need to fly before they met beneath the blanket of clouds.

      Gandrett, her whisper pierced right into Gandrett’s chest as she struggled to talk to Addie, to tell her to get away from her, by Hel. But a burst of turquoise fire flashed from her throat alongside a roar that made the twin towers on the horizon tremble.

      Raynar didn’t comment on Addie’s reaction. All he did was urge their mount onward until they were almost face to face with Addie, only then did Addie turn around and fall into motion beside them, a fire-red dragon and one black as night.

      In the crowded hollow that was her own mind, Gandrett could make out a whimper when Gandrett’s mouth opened and her own voice came out as Raynar spoke to Addie Blackwood, “You made a mistake, Adrienne. The Heir of Sives was a symbolic host, one whose face the people of Sives loved long before I ever took him. But by killing him, you forced me to transition.”

      By the gods—

      From the corner of her eye, Gandrett could make out the widening, winter blue irises of the dragon beside them, the slitted pupils, the horror surfacing there.

      How is that even possible?

      You ask too many questions, Addie. That has always been your problem. You want to understand things when all you should do is spit fire when I command. Raynar’s cruel laugh leaked in his own satin voice from his mind right into Gandrett and Addie’s, and Gandrett wished she could shudder.

      Can you hear me, Addie? she tried. But Raynar reached up and dragged his fingertip over Gandrett’s cheek right where he’d slapped her before.

      You adorable thing, Gandrett Brayton. You believe there is anyone who can hear you now. This is not how it works.

      She tried to force her hand back to the dragon’s neck, to hold onto the horn before her, to do anything but allow him to touch her—even if it was with her very hands. But his will had wrapped around her like an iron band, burning and searing, and scorching every last bit of herself.

      You can hear everything I hear if you stay awake in there. But only I can hear you. His mind dragged itself along hers in an oily threat that made her cringe to the darkest corner where he couldn’t reach—the corner where she’d gone when he’d turned the woman with the fiery hair into the creature now carrying them. Of course, you can remain in the darkness for a while. But if everything my general reported before his … inconvenient passing was true, I believe you are not one to close her eyes from the truth.

      Something in the way he spoke made her wonder if that was exactly what he wanted her to do, close her eyes and give him free rein over her body, her powers, her everything.

      But Raynar laughed once more, deadly amusement lacing every last sound. You stay right here, at the front. I have such wonderful things planned for you.

      Gandrett? Addie’s voice pierced through Raynar’s, keeping Gandrett from jabbing a dangerous retort at the Dragon King. I don’t know if you’re in there, Gandrett. But if you are, hold on. I’m here. I’ll be here until the very end.

      That, you will, Raynar whispered and turned their gaze on the ruins of Ithrylan, which Gandrett had last seen on her journey north with her Mate, whom she’d hated with every fiber of her being, whom she’d feared for what he was, for the powers he possessed—whom she now missed like the Calma Desert missed Vala’s life-giving element.

      The fire-red dragon descended in a slow circle, Addie following suit. Her voice had ebbed as if someone had cut off the air from her lungs. A warm breeze touched Gandrett’s face as they flew low enough to make out the Calma Desert appear behind the ruins of Ithrylan, a forgotten patch of sand and rocks.

      Oh, Adrienne, Raynar purred in his mind, excitement evident in the way Gandrett’s chest rapidly rose and fell, we’re home.

      

      Home, Gandrett learned upon arrival, was a half-decayed tower filled with marble and granite in the shape of statues and ornamentations that had seen better days. Two massive, white stone dragons were curled at the foot of a wide set of stairs, supporting the handrails. Raynar slid her hand over the chipped surface as he marched her up to the first floor.

      Stay, he ordered Addie. And Addie stayed. Curled up like a dog without a will, her hatred for her master written in her eyes like glacial fire.

      What did you do to her? Gandrett wanted to know.

      I gave her a better life, Raynar responded without a second thought.

      She’s a dragon.

      Gandrett couldn’t be sure if she imagined it, but his voice seemed to be etched with sorrow as he said, She is more than what she deserves.

      She deserves to be quieted like an animal? Of course, the Dragon King, who’d commanded legions of mind-controlled soldiers, would find nothing harmful in controlling a dragon.

      She deserves to be dead.

      His words slashed through Gandrett’s being—the leftovers of what she was, crammed into the tight space she now shared with the immortal evil who descended from Shygon himself.

      By the gods.

      I’m not the only descendant from a god here, Gandrett.

      Again, his words cut deep, making her bleed in the most incorporeal way possible—but bleed just the same.

      I believe Queen Liri has told you about your own heritage, hasn’t she?

      From Melore’s line. From Vala’s. She had the blood of Raynar’s mother in her.

      I see, you remember who you are. She felt a smirk form on her face that went well with the emotions she picked up from the Dragon King. Why do you think I didn’t die when Joshua Brenheran so foolishly took his own life?

      Gandrett wanted to gasp.

      Not a whisper of air passed through her lips.

      Joshua was dead. It hadn’t hit her earlier, the shock of meeting dragon Addie in the skies so profound that she hadn’t really wrapped her head around what had been spoken. But now—

      Yes, Gandrett. He is dead. The Heir of Sives is dead. And our mutual bloodline allowed me to skip into your mind. Had I known of your existence when I first came back—

      The last of Vala’s bloodline—

      Gandrett suppressed the images of the blond curls of her brother, the blue eyes and dimples when he smiled.

      I am the last of her line, she repeated to clear her mind of all treacherous thoughts, and Raynar practically purred in response at what he must have believed was acceptance.

      So you can just hop from mind to mind as you please? If she already was to die under his torture, she might as well unearth all secrets.

      Under normal circumstances, I need a vessel who is prepared for my presence—

      Like Joshua, Gandrett interrupted.

      Like the precious Heir of Sives, correct. His body was prepared for days and weeks and months. The treatment my faithful servant Linniue Denderlain administered to him allowed for me to find the body when I was awoken—brought back by the will of so many.

      Linniue Denderlain, Isylte Aphapia, and Selloue Grenta, the countless worshippers who had sacrificed men and women and children, bled them out, burned down their homes—

      Nausea rose in Gandrett’s stomach, but when she was about to expel what Raynar had made her eat this morning, he clamped her lips together, making the bile linger on her tongue.

      She tried to swallow.

      He didn’t allow it.

      Oh isn’t this amusing, Gandrett? He headed for a nearby door—dark wood held in place by steel bands. It wasn’t in half-bad shape. If only your Mate could be here to see this.

      I hope you rot in Hel’s darkest pits, she spat in her mind, earning a laugh from the Dragon King.

      Even Hel is afraid to let me linger in his realm, Gandrett. He stopped, making her look away from the enormous room and into an age-worn mirror on the wall.

      Look at yourself, Gandrett. Look at that pretty face.

      Air came heavily through her nose, each breath a fight against Raynar’s will, against the way he allowed her windpipe to clog up. Stars started dancing in her vision.

      I would barely be able to tell you are about to suffocate on your own vomit, were I not in your mind.

      Choking sounds came from Gandrett’s throat as her survival instincts kicked in once more and she pried her teeth open with her iron will—the same will that had allowed her to survive the Meister’s punishments as a child.

      Just a little longer, Gandrett. I will allow you to breathe once more. Just as I did in the waterhole.

      Yes, he had. He’d loosed his grasp on her body for a second or two until she’d been out of the water. But that hadn’t made it any less terrifying and painful.

      I will not let you die for a long, long time.

      Only make me suffer, she retorted as she swayed on her feet.

      Raynar braced her hand against the mirror, right on the spot where the glass had cracked, and a sharp pain shot through her like an arrow of fire as a shard ripped into her palm.

      That, and so much more, Gandrett. He pushed her hand harder on the glass.

      The iron tang of blood filled her nose, layering over the taste of bile, a small reprieve as she kept fighting for breath.

      Only when her knees gave out did the Dragon King allow her mouth to open as he spat and choked out what remained of breakfast.

      Now let’s go clean up before I show you why we’re here.

      Before Gandrett could regain focus, he turned her away from the massive sunlit space at the other end of the room, picked her body up from the floor, and marched her back out.

      Her legs dragged despite the force of the Dragon King, and her hand pulsated beside her hip as she let the blood drip freely. As they crossed the threshold, her toes caught on a crack in the floor, and Gandrett’s body stumbled before Raynar stabilized her against the wall with her uninjured hand.

      Before he turned her head back to the exit, Gandrett glimpsed a tall stone shape that reminded her of the ruins of a throne.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Drew got out of bed about five days after the Maraoul incident. Much to his surprise, Surel had spent most of the time in his room—hiding from Valyn, she’d told him in confidence—where she played with a deck of cards until she had mastered the art of shuffling them the way Palvin and Warren did. The males sometimes joined them for a game during their breaks from guard duty.

      Decadent meals were sent up to Drew’s room with wishes for speedy recovery scripted on pieces of paper, the handwriting clearly that of Lyrrin Stesea. Usually, it was Kepha, who helped herself to dessert while Drew was stuck with soups and main courses.

      He was devouring a particularly spicy fish soup, back resting against the headboard of his bed, when the door opened and the Phornian Seer entered the room. A frown graced her face as she flopped down at the foot of the bed and folded her legs beneath her body.

      “What happened?” Drew knew that expression. He’d noticed it a few times when Kepha had given advice on what to consider right after she’d had a vision—not that she’d ever share what the future held, but at least, now, Drew was aware when it was a bad vision.

      “You know I can’t tell you.”

      They’d had this conversation about as many times as they’d talked about her magic, a strange sort of power that seemed to be able to heal as well as destroy. His mind flicked to the day she’d freed Nehelon from iron chains.

      “I know.” Drew shoveled more soup into his mouth while he studied the child.

      She’d grown an inch or two since he’d met her, her features less round than when she’d first welcomed them in Lei’Vreah. And her eyes—they were full of sorrow.

      “Whatever you saw, it must be bad,” he concluded.

      Kepha didn’t deny it.

      “I wish I could do something to help.” He did. But there was nothing that could be done. Not if he didn’t know what would be coming.

      Without warning, Kepha curled up in a ball and started sobbing.

      Drew almost dropped the bowl as he set it onto the nightstand to have his hands free for a hug, but his Fae reflexes had grown stronger, and he caught it before it slipped off the edge.

      He didn’t have words when he folded his arms around the shaking bundle and pulled her to his side. Whatever it was, they would all cry before the end.

      For a few minutes, he merely brushed his fingers over her hair in silent comfort, his gaze on the spot where Surel had sat the night before and rambled about what was going on in the palace, until Kepha’s sobs ebbed and she finally lifted her head from the blanket, red-rimmed blue eyes peering up at him.

      “Go for a walk with me, Drew.” She unfolded her limbs and slid off the bed where she planted herself with an expectant look on her face.

      Anything was better than that sorrow, and he knew better than to question Kepha’s requests, so Drew nodded, carefully got up, and headed for the bathing room to change out of his pajamas and into a pair of woolen pants and a tunic.

      When he returned, Kepha was waiting by the door, her face unreadable.

      “Are you dizzy?” she wanted to know.

      He wasn’t. Even when the healer had ordered him to stay in bed for a couple of days and take it slow, it seemed his body had recovered enough of its strength for a small trip through the palace. He shook his head.

      “Let’s go then.” She gave him a thin smile as she led the way as she so often did when she knew what was coming.

      As they made their way down the hall, a sense of foreboding crept through Drew. She’d done that before, gone places with him when she knew something was about to happen. The day Valyn had snuck in the backdoor after looking for Gandrett—the trap Lyrrin Stesea had set. Gods, she had even reminded him to bring a weapon.

      He didn’t want to think how many times Kepha had known what would be coming—the winter solstice, the Maraoul attack. And probably so much more that weighed on the child’s shoulders.

      “Where are we going?” He didn’t expect an answer, but hoped to read from her face if the end of this walk was the reason she’d just cried.

      “I don’t know.” She sounded truthful, at least.

      “So why are we going for a walk then?”

      Kepha shot him one of those looks that implied that it was useless to question a Seer.

      “I mean, if you don’t have anywhere in mind you want to go—”

      “Maybe you have somewhere you want to go,” she cut him off. “You haven’t left your room since the attack, and I’m refusing to believe that being holed up in that chamber makes you happy.”

      “This isn’t about my happiness,” he retorted, earning a chuckle from Kepha.

      “Right, it isn’t. This is about you getting your ass back into the training ring and practicing the control of your magic.”

      Drew cringed at the truth in her words. He’d spent too much of his magic freezing those Maraoul. He’d saved them that day, but he had made himself vulnerable in the process. If that happened on a battlefield … he didn’t even want to think about it.

      “Palvin hasn’t brought it up,” he said in his defense, this time earning a raised eyebrow and a look of incredulity from Kepha.

      “And Palvin has to bring up everything you should talk about himself?”

      Drew didn’t have anything to say to that. At least, not immediately, when Palvin had always been the one pushing for him to master his magic, to train harder. He’d never gone easy on Drew, had never let him win—not even in a game of cards. But the way he sometimes caught Palvin studying him when he thought Drew’s attention was on something else—

      “Did you notice something different about him?” he eventually asked when Kepha rolled her eyes at his silence.

      “Other than he’s more grumpy than usual?” She gave Drew a stern look.

      “He is,” Drew agreed. But that wasn’t what he’d meant.

      “And do you blame him? He has the responsibility for the safety of both the court and people during their King and Queen’s absence—and no one to share the burden with.”

      “He has Warren and the others,” Drew pointed out, but the look that Kepha gave him made clear that wasn’t the kind of sharing she’d been referring to.

      The muscles in Drew’s jaw tightened as he wondered if Palvin, even if he had someone, would allow them to share the burden.

      He turned his attention on the paintings along the stairwell as they descended the marble steps. A guard in Idresea fir green inclined her head as they arrived in the hallway leading to the throne room. From there, familiar voices greeted them, and Drew’s heart beat faster at the dark tone of the broody male who had no one.

      “It’s been over a week,” Palvin’s baritone carried around the corner, followed by murmurs of agreement. “We can’t sit here and wait.”

      “We have an order from our king and queen, and that is to watch over Ulfray,” the Lord of Autumn reminded the group.

      “How can we do nothing when her queen is in jeopardy?” Palvin’s tone was a growl, deep and dangerous and full of conviction.

      No longer bothering to silence his footsteps, Drew shot around the corner, leaving Kepha to follow in a jog.

      “What happened?” he demanded.

      A pair of coal-dark eyes met him as sure as the night that fell every day since Gandrett had broken the curse on the Fae lands. Drew’s stomach did an anxious flip at the anticipation of knowing what had been discussed in his sister’s throne room.

      It was only when he noticed the fluttering wings of the puffy crow perched on the backrest of the throne that he realized that this had to be about something more than their usual discussions about the difficult start the new rulers of Ulfray have been facing.

      “Riho came with news from the north,” Palvin said, his hand dropping onto Kepha’s head as she stepped to his side.

      The girl looked up at him, bright eyes serious, and Drew was involuntarily reminded of the sobbing bundle she’d been mere minutes ago.

      This—

      This was what Kepha had seen. Whatever news the bird had brought from the Fae army, from Gandrett and Nehelon.

      “Why is the queen in jeopardy?” he demanded once more, catching Palvin’s restless gaze.

      The soldier cleared his throat as he curled the fingers on his free hand around an imaginary weapon, every muscle in the male’s body poised for an attack. Palvin was ready—so ready to run to Gandrett’s aid wherever she was, to slaughter his path through Neredyn. Because she was Nehelon’s Mate. And Palvin would do anything for Nehelon.

      “That insufferable bird has informed us that our queen has been taken by the enemy.” Lyrrin Stesea’s words were calm, soft, but the conviction in her eyes…

      A heaviness encased Drew’s chest in a foreboding that he had learned to read since he joined the royal Fae court. “Taken by whom exactly?”

      “Liri.” Palvin’s hand lifted an inch as if reaching out for Drew. But he dropped it, smoothing a string on his belt instead.

      Everything went cold inside Drew.

      “Why are we still standing here? We must free her at once.”

      “That’s what I’ve been telling them.” Palvin’s lips twitched at the sides in a mock smile.

      Drew truly became aware of the other Fae standing between Lyrrin and Palvin when one of them pointed out that it was insanity to just pick up weapons and comb the lands for the queen.

      “We won’t just find her,” the other agreed. “According to the bird, her whereabouts remain unknown despite the king’s efforts to find her.”

      So Nehelon was searching for her. The thought of the powerful male turning over every pebble in the realms of Neredyn until he found her made Drew breathe a little easier.

      “How can we not know where she is?” Kepha asked, head tilted up as her eyes inquired from one Fae after the other.

      None of the males spoke. Instead, Riho fluttered from the throne to perch on Palvin’s shoulder where he started whispering into the soldier’s ear.

      Palvin shook his head, face turning grave.

      “What?” Drew barely kept his need to know under control. “What is he saying?”

      “You won’t like this, Drew.” Palvin spoke only to him, even with the others leaning in an inch, anxious not to miss a syllable of Palvin’s words. “Liri took her through a portal. They are of old magic, rare, impossible to track.”

      She could be anywhere in Neredyn. Including those forsaken islands where Liri had been breeding the army she now wielded upon the lands. Gods—the things Liri had done to rise to such power. The things she might be doing to Gandrett—

      Riho nudged the side of Palvin’s head, prompting him to speak. “Nehelon and Gordan are on their way northeast.”

      “Northeast?” Lyrrin repeated. “So we know where she is?”

      “We don’t know.” The voice came from one of the other males whose names Drew didn’t know or care about in that moment.

      What he cared about was packing his things and joining the king’s search for Gandrett. He turned and stormed off, ready to change into traveling garbs and find a willing horse in the stables. He was no longer the child who’d fled from Alencourt; even if he’d stayed there, he’d be considered a man by now. He could make it through the Fae forests on his own. He had blasted Maraoul with his mere thought, for the gods’ sake.

      Ignoring Lyrrin’s order to stay, he stormed from the room, Kepha not catching up this time. But a heavy hand caught him by the shoulder right as he made it to the stairs.

      “If you’re going to put on a cloak and steal your way out of the palace at nightfall, you might as well stop right now.”

      However Palvin guessed that was his plan, Drew didn’t know. He didn’t turn around to face the soldier, but shook off his gentle grasp, continuing up the polished marble to find whatever he needed to travel light.

      Palvin fell into step beside him. “We’ll talk through the risks with Lyrrin, see what portion of the army we can spare without leaving Lei’Vreah defenseless.” Palvin was the voice of reason knocking on Drew’s mind. “Liri’s Maraoul attacked only recently. If she has command over them, she can’t leave them alone for long.”

      “Unless someone else commands them,” Drew snapped without looking at Palvin.

      “Don’t think I haven’t thought through this scenario even before Gandrett was taken.”

      Of course, Palvin had.

      “And what conclusion have you come to?” Drew shot, his feet feeling too slow even in his Fae form. “That Valyn has a hand in all of this after all?”

      Drew had entertained that idea more than once. But every time he thought it through, that the former King of Fae might have summoned the Maraoul after the solstice, he realized all over again that a Mate would never put his other half at such risk.

      He’d witnessed the panic in Valyn’s eyes when the Maraoul had come for him, when Surel had rushed to his side. It was undeniably there, whether or not they were aware of it—at least, Surel seemed oblivious.

      Drew shook his head. “You said it’s been over a week.”

      Silence was the only response from Palvin as he reached the top of the stairs, marching toward Drew’s room where Drew pulled open his dresser and rummaged for the hunting knife that had saved him before.

      “I don’t care if I have an army with me. She’s my sister. I’ve lost her before. I won’t lose her again.”

      Cloaked in heavy silence, Palvin settled on the chair by the window, hands braced on his knees as his shoulders lifted with a sigh.

      Drew didn’t interrupt his frantic search until Palvin’s words stopped him dead, “I care, Andrew.”

      It wasn’t that he’d used his real name, but the soft and pleading tone that reverberated through Drew’s very bones. Slowly, he turned, one hand still clutching the shirt he’d lifted to search underneath.

      Black like the void between the stars, Palvin’s eyes gazed up at him. Black and full of sorrow.

      He’d seen that look before, only then, it had fixated on the distance in the Calma Desert while Drew’s fingers had played with the line between grass and dead land, life and barrenness, where the desert met the Fae realm.

      Drew didn’t breathe as Palvin rubbed his palms over his thighs, a nervous energy thrumming from the male that sent Drew’s stomach into a tight spiral.

      “I need to go,” he whispered, no longer trusting his voice.

      Palvin inclined his head. “Then I will go with you.”
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      At the sound of Gordan’s voice, King Nehelon Alleyan Idresea turned his gaze from the pink skies and yielded to his brother’s urgent tone.

      He’d long gotten used to the empty silence where Gandrett’s Mating bond had been hooked into him. That didn’t mean that he would stop listening for a sign of her—any sign. Be it words like last time or that flicker of pain that had sent his entire being into blunt readiness to kill. Not that he hadn’t been ready before. When it came to getting back Gandrett Brayton, there was nothing Nehelon wasn’t ready to do. Killing seemed to be one of the less terrible options.

      “We’re ready,” Gordan repeated.

      Wordlessly, Nehelon rose to his feet, not caring to brush the snow from his cloak as he padded to the stables where Cal was tending to the horses.

      He hadn’t wasted any time on acquiring a fourth horse, unwilling to lose a minute on their path to Ithrylan. He’d stop only to rest. He wouldn’t have at all had it not been for the dragon boy now traveling with them, and the horses needing breaks to recover from the hard pace he set on this race against time, against fate.

      Rayna whinnied as he entered the stables, greeting him like an old friend. He patted her neck and swung himself into the saddle without a word to the others.

      All words had been spoken the night Cal had shared what he was, what he knew. And thank the gods for Gordan and his ability to remain civil under such dire circumstances.

      Then again, it wasn’t Gordan’s Mate who had been taken by the enemy. His enemy, who was likely carving her up to take revenge for that killing blow that had ended the last Dragon War.

      Cold rage settled in his chest, making the snow and ice outside appear like balmy spring

      “We’ll clear the edge of the Fae forests by noon,” Gordan said, his estimation accurate even when he’d not wandered this part of Neredyn, even before the curse.

      A slow breath made it down Nehelon’s throat as he watched Cal climb into Lim’s saddle.

      They had discussed the advantages of having Cal change into his dragon form and fly along. It would make them faster—potentially. But it would make them detectable. And their approach being announced by a dragon who’d slipped the Dragon King’s clutches wasn’t the way Nehelon planned his arrival at Ithrylan. No.

      What he had in mind had more to do with his magic tearing apart anything and anyone who dared to block his path. Having a surprise dragon on his side would only make their entrance more impactful. A slow grin tugged on Nehelon’s lips. One of the sort that he wore on the battlefield, that promised violence and blood and, more than anything, pain.

      Inclining his head at his brother, then at the boy who had gifted him a new sort of hope, he took off without a look back.

      

      A warm breeze tickled Gandrett’s face long before she opened her eyes. She savored the darkness, the silence that settled when the Dragon King laid her body down to sleep, when he himself drifted off into that doze-like state that seemed to be the only kind of rest he knew.

      But it was enough to allow for her thoughts to wander, to probe her surroundings for any whisper.

      She’d soon found out that she could only hear Addie’s thoughts when Raynar could. And then there were the others—

      A flock of dragons who had taken up residence at the ruins of Ithrylan.

      Gandrett’s shock about their existence had amused Raynar to no end. Of course, he’d marched her up to stand beneath their maws, just to revel in her terror.

      Dragons. By Vala. He had so many. If they all were as dangerous, as capable of destruction as Addie… She didn’t want to ponder what havoc the Dragon King could wreak on the lands.

      Then there was Liri. After a long bow, the exiled Fae queen had embraced her upon arrival before she’d disappeared out the door to the gods knew where. Gandrett wasn’t quite sure how she felt about this new, devout side of her Mate’s mother. A shudder shook her, reminding her to guard her thoughts even when Raynar wasn’t paying attention. She couldn’t make any mistakes, couldn’t allow him to find out about Drew. That Vala’s bloodline didn’t end with her, but with her little brother.

      Tucking away all images of the ones she loved, of her court, her new family, Gandrett rolled over, her body responding for once. Her eyes fluttered open, driven by her own need to orient herself, and Raynar didn’t shut them, just as though he had drifted off into an even deeper state of unconsciousness. Outside, the booming beat of wings informed her that the dragons were on the move, and for a moment, Gandrett wished herself back onto the fire-red dragon, who had submitted to Raynar’s orders the way they all had.

      If only she could find a way to communicate with them without the Dragon King’s alertness.

      Scanning the half-collapsed room, Gandrett took in details of an era long past: carvings of winged creatures, tall and human in appearance, but more spindly than humans or Fae. A whole segment of the only intact wall was covered with them. And alongside them, dragons. Huge ones like Addie and the one who’d carried her to Ithrylan.

      Below them, rows of delicate carvings of creatures with pointed ears decorated the pale stone. Fae. Gandrett could even make out some of their features, beautiful and terrifying, the way Nehelon had appeared to her the first time she’d seen him without his human glamour. Fingers itching, she flexed her arm to touch the figure closest to the bed, right above her head, but her gaze snagged on the cowering shapes beneath the line of Fae.

      Humans. In all detail, with all their flaws.

      Before her heart could fill with ice over the meaning of the displayed hierarchy, Raynar’s sleepy tone as he used her actual voice tore through her like a whiplash. “I see you’ve found where the human species belongs.”

      The ice grasped her anyway.

      “Had I known you existed, Gandrett, I’d have chosen you to begin with. My general did. And he put you right along with those lowly humans.”

      Images of her early years at the priory flashed through Gandrett’s mind. Unbidden, unforgiving, they swirled with all the brutal precision of the Meister’s rod, his chains, and pain sparked in Gandrett’s forearms, her back, her thighs. Everywhere the Meister’s means of punishment had ever touched her. The round scar the ember-hot stone had left on her thigh, the cuts on her calves. Every scratch and hit she’d ever received.

      Raynar’s laugh was that of a lover, caressing her as she fitted on the mattress, defying the flare of agony.

      Stop, she demanded. Stop it.

      Raynar merely stilled her limbs, his will flushing her body with rigidness, and she couldn’t even scream as fire leaked from her memories. Fire and shame at the countless times she’d soiled herself when the Meister had left her in a dark cell below the citadel.

      You were an interesting child, Gandrett. Not exactly physically superior to your peers or a quick learner. One could have called you blandly average.

      Memories of her practice sword weighing in her too-small hands tore at her muscles, the impact of the Meister’s blow when he’d first bidden her to the practice fields. The way the impact had reverberated in her bones days after.

      Yes, Gandrett. Remember. Remember all of it. Every detail of your pain, I want to learn. Every embarrassing moment, every weakness. He curled her fingers to her throat, caressing the side down to her collarbone. For your weaknesses are his weaknesses.

      Tears pricked behind Gandrett’s eyes as she defied every single attack on her mind, pushed back on the flood of agony, forced her thoughts to calm and quiet with one single name on her tongue that he’d never allow her to speak.

      Heart hammering in her chest, she closed the holes he’d broken into her memories. But he tore them back open, pulling them up as he pleased, lingering in some longer than on others—in the ones that had almost destroyed her then. And if he didn’t let go, they’d destroy her now.

      In a sequence of terror, they slid past her. Back and forth in time at Raynar’s whim. The man with the hood tearing her from her mother’s arms, shoving her underwater in the consecration pool, the needles of icy water in her lungs, the first burning breath in her ravaged throat.

      Again and again. Until he broke through the layers of more recent events. Pain not so much of the body, but of the heart—when Nehelon had sacrificed his freedom to save her in the Lost Mountains. Every hour she’d kept herself occupied, focused so she’d not turn and run right back into Liri’s Maraoul-infested tower. The Palace of the Gods.

      I see you’re putting two and two together, Gandrett. I like a clever woman. Slick as oil, his words slithered through her, invading every last nook and cranny of the time with her Mate. Until he found that kiss on the boat when she’d realized who Nehelon was to her. The days that had followed after. The winter solstice—

      No. A rush of anguish swept through her, so potent that she believed she’d break then and there as Raynar peered into that most private moment when their Mating had been completed. Not this memory.

      Raynar chuckled, forcing her to sit as he trailed her fingers over her chest all the way to her hip. I can see what he sees in you, Gandrett. Not only smart, but powerful, capable. Too bad we didn’t meet when I had my own body. You might have been a leisurely distraction after a long day of work.

      With all her remaining strength, Gandrett shoved against his will, straining in the claws of his mind as he forced her to stand and turn until she faced the mirror on the wall.

      You can consider yourself lucky I never had to lay eyes on whatever hideous body you ever possessed. I would have slit your throat before I’d have disemboweled you. In her mind, she could see ribbons of blood splattering a spring-green meadow. And above it, Nehelon’s anguished face.

      Raynar laughed. Don’t try, Gandrett. Not even in your mind. I have powers that not even you can fathom. Even as Vala’s child.

      Sudden sickness rose in her throat, and this time, Raynar wasn’t fast enough to stop her as she emptied her stomach on the stone floor. He’d manipulated her imagination, put Nehelon where she’d pictured slicing through Raynar. And her whole chest throbbed at the mere thought of hurting her Mate.

      Raynar laughed, releasing Gandrett’s voice from her lips in a gush of glacial amusement before he whispered into her mind. This image is not too far off, Gandrett. The day will come that the King of Ulfray will find you—and I will relish every last heartbeat when I make you bleed him out.

      He straightened her spine, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and clapped once.

      A moment later, the door burst open, and Selloue marched in, a brush in her hand and a black dress draped over her arm, and dropped into a curtsey.

      “Rise,” the Dragon King commanded with Gandrett’s voice, a tone sweeter as honey coating the hate in his heart. “Get me ready.”

      Without another word, he made Gandrett sit in the uncomfortable chair in front of the vanity that had been brought in the day before.

      Selloue went about her business, as usual, brushing out the chestnut tangles that were Gandrett’s hair until they lay smooth and shiny over her shoulders. Then, she unlaced the nightgown and slid it over Gandrett’s head, Raynar lifting her arms while he never blinked as he watched her exposed flesh in the mirror.

      I’m not ashamed, Gandrett bit at him, and he chuckled as if he didn’t believe her. I would go on the battlefield naked if it helped me defeat you.

      Careful what you wish for, Gandrett. I might take you up on the offer.

      Her vision went black as Selloue wordlessly slipped the dress over her head and tucked it in place.

      The tight bodice almost robbed Gandrett’s breath, clasps not giving an inch once Selloue had secured them at the back of the dress.

      “Beautiful,” Raynar commented aloud, making Selloue blush.

      “You chose a formidable body, Your Majesty.”

      Gandrett’s lips tugged up at the side even when she fought Raynar’s responding smile.

      She needed an idea. Something—anything that would get the monster the Dragon King was out of her head and allow her to run. Run to the end of the world if that was what she needed to do to find reprieve long enough to collect Ulfray’s forces and launch an attack on Ithrylan. For she’d see the broken throne he’d shown her burn. With turquoise flames or the base red ones of normal fire, but she’d see it burn.

      Never would she allow the Dragon King to remake the throne of Ithrylan and reign over humans and Fae alike.

      Don’t forget the other species in Neredyn, my dear, Raynar added as if in an afterthought, and ice cracked in Gandrett’s veins. Not hers, but the Dragon King’s, a response to the threat in her thoughts. Whether they are two-legged or four, winged or fanged, I’ll rule them all.

      Without another word, he made her stand and walk out the door where the dragons were waiting for their tasks. Where Raynar would hand out the next order of destruction—and all Gandrett could do was watch.

      

      When they arrived in the throne hall, only one dragon was waiting, black scales glimmering in the morning light filtering through the tall, slim windows.

      “Adrienne,” Raynar spoke with Gandrett’s voice. “How many times do I need to tell you that this hall isn’t for the common soldier.” He marched past her, the black gown trailing along the freshly swept and washed floor. He turned Gandrett’s head toward the broken mirror where he’d cut her hand and laughed about her pain. “Someone did their duty for once and cleaned.”

      Gandrett didn’t even try to imagine who could get a ruin like the towers of Ithrylan up to the standard it had now. At least, the throne room. The stairwell was still a crumbling mess.

      “Isylte.” He turned them around until Lady Isylte Aphapia came into view.

      The lady inclined her head at the Dragon King, her eyes cold as they met Gandrett’s.

      “I assure you’ll get used to the pretty features of Miss Brayton,” Raynar drawled, and it sounded like a mockery of the way Gandrett had spoken to Nehelon those first months of their acquaintance.

      Her mental remark didn’t go unnoticed by the Dragon King. You can’t help it, Gandrett, can you?

      She didn’t deign to respond.

      “This place looks almost presentable. I’m only waiting for my dear Liri to return from Phornes with news of Prince Taghi’s willingness to hold up his end of the bargain he so willingly made.”

      Gods, if Liri was in Phornes—

      Maraoul—the word shot through her so fast she could barely ignore the painful memories that came with it.

      Raynar laughed again. Not yet. I have a better way of making the prince compliant.

      Already expecting the worst, Gandrett didn’t dare ask what that leverage was he surely held.

      Raynar responded anyway. Unlike your king, who loves reluctantly and rarely, the Prince of Phornes loves willingly and freely and is loved in return. He has plenty of weaknesses I can use against him.

      No. Mckenzie had mentioned in the letter she’d sent how Taghi had turned out to be far more than a bastard ready to force her into marriage, but something entirely different. She’d mentioned Taghi’s kindness and his hopes to find an alliance to stop the Dragon King’s forces once he decided to call in the bargain.

      Yes, my dear Gandrett, you are thinking exactly the right thing.

      Mckenzie—

      The Lady of Ackwood no longer is a lady of Ackwood. Reliable sources have informed me that she is the thing dearest to the prince’s heart.

      You are going to sacrifice her?

      He paused before he marched toward the broken throne, eyes on the crack in the stone that made the backrest. It’s not a sacrifice for me. I couldn’t care less about a human woman so determined to stand in my path.

      Gandrett studied all the shadows and dark lines that ran from top to bottom right to where the smooth surface began, a polished reminder of centuries of kings seated upon this throne. How is she standing in your path?

      She has woken Vala’s creations.

      Before Gandrett could react, Isylte cleared her throat. “I prepared everything for … for the visitor, Your Majesty.”

      Raynar wheeled around, torn from his thoughts, taking Gandrett’s gaze with him.

      From beside Isylte, Addie’s winter-blue eyes studied them with resolve that Gandrett had never once noticed in anyone but a soldier preparing for battle.

      Raynar inclined his head. “Leave.”

      Without another word at Isylte, he marched to the throne and sat.
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      The Dragon King was staring down at her from the stone dais at the end of the hall, erect on his throne, and surprisingly tall despite the short frame of Gandrett Brayton’s body. It had taken her a moment to understand that it hadn’t been Gandrett riding on the fire-red dragon, but Raynar Leyon in a new body. The body of her friend.

      A deep sadness enveloped her at the finality of the situation. Joshua’s death hadn’t changed anything. Neither would Gandrett’s. And after what had happened with Joshua, hoping to get Gandrett back was something she no longer dared. All she could do was watch as he marched around in the skin of the Child of Vala, how he commanded the dragons to take off to Phornes every morning as he plotted to expand his reign.

      Gandrett’s moss-green eyes studied her with cold empathy. You must know, Adrienne, there is little that can be done, whether you try to prevent what’s coming or welcome it.

      What is coming? Addie prompted, her tone deflated as she wondered if it was a blessing in disguise that Raynar had caught her at her take-off and brought her back. She’d never have gotten to see Gandrett again had she managed to leave.

      Well, maybe she would have—on the battlefield, as her opponent. And if there was anything she knew, it was that Gandrett Brayton’s sword was the most dangerous she’d ever witnessed. But there was something more about the fighter—something regal and defiant that had nothing to do with Raynar’s self-crowned kingliness.

      Pain flared around her chest and neck as she shifted a step closer, teeth bared and fire rising in her throat.

      Raynar flashed an icy smile.

      Swallowing all urges to rip Gandrett apart so she could try all over again to kill the Dragon King, Addie reminded herself that it hadn’t worked with Joshua Brenheran, and it not working again with Gandrett was a risk she wasn’t willing to take.

      That’s what I call a sensible dragon maiden, Adrienne. Raynar’s gaze met hers from Gandrett’s eyes. It seems your days in chains have helped you reflect on your misdoings.

      It wasn’t the first time you put me in chains, she snapped, and I doubt it will be the last. She’d been released from her bindings only the night before, and her body was still recovering from the punishment.

      I don’t want to hurt you, Adrienne, Raynar reassured her. It’s your actions that leave me no other choice.

      There’s always a choice, Gandrett’s voice entered the conversation as if she’d broken through an invisible barrier Raynar put up in his mind. A wall, perhaps not so different to the one Addie had so expertly built in her mind when she’d tried to lure Joshua from behind the Dragon King’s mask.

      The expression on Gandrett’s familiar features froze as Raynar realized Addie had heard those words. For a while, silence fell in the throne room, leaving Addie to shiver in trepidation.

      Then, Gandrett gasped—her body jolted, lips parting as, from her nose, a thin trickle of blood dripped down to her chin, to the laced satin of her light-swallowing gown.

      Whatever fight she was putting up, Gandrett was stronger than Joshua had ever been, closer to the surface, more lucid, violent in her efforts to regain control over her body.

      The fingers of her left hand twitched, curling on the armrest of the destroyed throne. A crease etched in her forehead told a story of agony even when she otherwise remained still.

      Until a scream erupted from her lips, and with a jerking movement, she threw herself from the seat. A shiver ran through Addie as Gandrett’s temple hit the stone floor with a crack.

      Stay back, Raynar warned Addie, stopping her in her tracks the moment she lifted a claw toward Gandrett’s body.

      He picked up the twitching limbs until they were upright and turned back toward the throne where he seated himself, Gandrett once more vanished behind the veil of his menace.

      You will see, Adrienne—Raynar wiped Gandrett’s nose and rubbed her temple where a bruise was blooming in shades of blue and purple—that there is nothing you can do to change what is coming. My armies are collecting all over Neredyn, and they will smother what stands in their path, be it human, Fae, or dragon.

      Addie attempted to keep the horror from her voice as she asked, What armies?

      She’d seen the mind-controlled soldiers in Eedwood, had ended them all with her own claws, teeth, and fire in the battle Armand had survived by some miracle. How many more could he have? How many worshippers of Shygon had willingly entered his service?

      Besides the dragons? Raynar laughed. My supporters are everywhere, Adrienne. They serve the King of Lapidos’s food, prepare the horses for the harvest in Sives, dress the lords and ladies of Phornes—everywhere. He flashed a blood-smeared grin that made Addie shiver with all sorts of cold. They walk modest homes and palaces. They are in every last city, every last village of the human lands.

      And the Fae lands? Addie hadn’t meant to ask, but the question toppled from her tongue anyway.

      Gandrett’s face turned bitter as Raynar hissed a curse before he spoke into Addie’s mind once more. The Fae have defied my attempt at control. Even the king’s brother has broken free from Liri’s grasp. Liri is the only one—and now I have Nehelon’s Mate, the Queen of the Fae, the human woman destined to break the curse Liri had placed on Ulfray. The woman in whose veins runs the blood of Vala. The woman I share blood with. Gandrett Brayton. The surprise that harbored my essence when the Heir of Sives so foolishly took his own life.

      Addie stared at Gandrett, at Raynar, at them, united in the body of the fighter, green eyes staring back with flickers of power that she’d never seen there before. Raynar’s power or that of Gandrett, she couldn’t tell.

      Vala’s blood—

      Raynar chuckled. Her body is so much stronger than that of the Brenheran boy. It didn’t require spells and rituals to prepare for my presence. And in it, my power has been growing. Eyes lighting up, he stood from the throne, the dress spilling from Gandrett’s waist in delicate folds of onyx. I’m ready to take Neredyn, Adrienne. My dragons are ready. My armies are ready. He strode toward Addie, hand lifted toward her neck where he ran his fingers over the smooth scales.

      Addie didn’t flinch.

      The war has long begun, Adrienne. It’s time I enter the battlefields and claim my victory.

      

      Mckenzie’s head hurt—hurt like someone had hit her with a club.

      “Mac,” Taghi’s baritone rumbled near her, making her eyes open at once—and finding his face right in front of hers, a frown twisting his features.

      She remembered the attack of the Shygon soldiers, the arrow she’d saved Taghi from—the other arrow that had pierced her side.

      Her hand flew to the spot between her ribs where the arrowhead had embedded into her side and found a cushioned bandage below a thin layer of fabric.

      Taghi straightened, revealing the view of a small, darkened room with shelf-lined walls. Books were filling one half of the wooden boards while the other half was occupied with stacks of paper.

      “Where are we?” Her voice came out weak, and when she sucked in a breath to steady herself, a dull ache thrummed where the wound seemed to be healing.

      “The northern outpost. I brought you here after the attack since it was closer than the palace.” Relief and sorrow took over his face in equal parts. “How are you feeling?”

      Mckenzie shook her head, looking him over from head to toe. Only when she’d reassured herself he wasn’t injured did she speak. “Fine. Where are the others?” She attempted to sit up, but Taghi’s fingers curled around her shoulders, gently pushing her back into the hard pillow.

      “If you move around, you’ll break open the wound.”

      With a shallow breath, Mckenzie gave in, closing her eyes as she savored the gentleness of his touch, the way his thumbs seemed to brush back and forth on instinct. “Are they all right? Miitra? Nalesh? Bureez?”

      She could hardly believe she was asking for the Dumcon’s wellbeing. But he had fought alongside them, defended them with sword and scythe just like the guards who’d traveled with them.

      “They are alive and well. As are most of the guards.” Taghi informed her, one hand letting go of her shoulder to smooth back a strand of hair from her forehead. “As am I.”

      A smile tugged on Mckenzie’s lips at the knowledge that Taghi was alive and well because she had saved him. When she opened her eyes, Taghi was smiling back at her.

      Her heart fluttered at the sincerity in his gaze.

      “And the attackers?”

      “The soldiers are dead—all Phornian people wearing the symbols of Shygon. But the dragon took off north without ever spitting a single flame. Why it decided to yield, we’ll never know. But we owe it our victory.” His hand slid to her cheek, cupping her face from one side, and Mckenzie’s pulse picked up.

      They had survived. She didn’t care why. Only that Taghi was there with her. That Miitra would see another day to find her way to Muriel’s side, and—

      “I love you, Mac. If I could turn back time and do things right the first time, I’d do it. I’d let you throw your footwear at me all over again just to have your heart sooner. To have your love sooner.” He leaned in, thick lashes brushing his cheeks as he shut his eyes for a short moment, to gather strength, it seemed, courage. His thumb traced her cheekbone, the sensation of his callouses scraping over her skin pushing all pain to the background.

      He’d kissed her. In front of everyone. Had confessed his love in front of everyone on the battlefield.

      As he lowered his face to hers, Mckenzie’s heart stilled for a beat, her entire focus turning to that point where their lips met in a slow, soft kiss. One full of promise that their days of hiding were over.

      “I love you,” she whispered as he pulled back an inch, eyes burning into hers.

      “I don’t want to wait, Mac. I can’t wait any longer.”

      Mckenzie’s core tightened at his words, at what they implied, and she reached for his chest, fingers curling into his shirt, tugging him down with less grace than she’d hoped.

      His soft chuckle teased her skin where his lips strayed along her jaw. “Not that, Mac. That can wait until you’re healed.” He lifted his head enough to meet her gaze, to read the questions there.

      “I’m talking about our wedding.”

      Now, Mckenzie’s heart did pick up pace, despite the momentary disappointment that cooled the pooling heat between her legs.

      Wedding. He wanted to go through with it, despite all caution he’d insisted on all those weeks since they’d returned from the White Death.

      “As soon as we return to Khila, will you marry me?”

      A broad smile spread in response to her surprised nod, and he swept her hand into his, pressing a kiss to the inside of her palm before he reached into his pocket and pulled out a narrow, braided band of gold inlaid with small, colorful jewels.

      “My mother’s ring.” He turned over her hand, fingertips gliding over their knuckles in a way that made heat return to her body all over again, then slid the ring onto her finger in a smooth motion.

      It fit as if it had been made for her.

      “You’ve been carrying it around with you all this time?” She couldn’t tell what she should find more incredulous, the way Taghi had brought an engagement ring to the battlefield or how he was staring at her hand like it was the most beautiful thing in the world.

      “I knew I wouldn’t win against my impatience much longer.” With a laugh, he leaned down and kissed her until all she could feel was the warmth of his tongue in her mouth, the tingling in her chest that came with the anticipation of everything else he had in store for her—once she was healed.

      Greedy for more, her hand curled back into his shirt, tugging his chest onto hers until some of his weight lingered on her, while he braced his hand beside her head. “Don’t tempt me now. I told you once that, if you take me over that cliff, I won’t be able to return. And right now is a bad idea.”

      A glance to the side showed Mckenzie a closed door.

      “They will check on us soon,” Taghi murmured, reluctance surfacing in his tone as he detached himself from her mouth to follow her gaze. “And I’d rather face them with my pants up.”

      A laugh bubbled in Mckenzie’s chest. “I wasn’t going for your pants.” She tightened her hold on his shirt for emphasis.

      “Yet,” was all Taghi had to say as he stood.

      He ran a hand through his hair before he smoothed out his shirt. With a few strides, he was at the door, pulling it open and popping his head outside.

      “Is she awake?” Miitra’s voice sounded with concern.

      “Come see for yourself.” Taghi stepped aside, making way for the Princess of Phornes to enter the room.

      “Thank Vala,” Miitra exclaimed as she found Mckenzie blinking at her. “I’ve been starting to think the ghosts lied when they said they could heal you.”

      “The ghosts healed me?” Mckenzie raised an eyebrow at her friend before she turned to Taghi. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      His lips quirked into a grin. “I was somewhat distracted.”

      That drew a laugh from Miitra. “You two—” She shook her head, making her way to Mckenzie’s cot to sit where Taghi had sat by her hip a moment ago, and picked up her hand as she spotted the ring there. “Finally.”

      A laugh rumbled through Taghi, and he shook his head at his cousin, eyes already turning serious as they locked gazes.

      “This was the first open attack by Raynar’s soldiers,” Miitra said after a moment of heavy silence, during which the warmth in Mckenzie’s chest drained. “He sent a dragon to witness it. Even if it didn’t attack. He must have soldiers enough to spare to not use his fire-spitting monsters to eradicate us quickly.”

      Dread pooled in Mckenzie’s stomach as she considered the meaning of the princess’s words. “You think he is doing this to weaken Phornes?”

      “To taunt me is more likely.” Taghi rubbed his jaw with one hand as he settled on the other side of Mckenzie’s cot, the other finding her bejeweled ring finger with ease. “The message he sent was very clear. You broke your promise, Prince of Phornes. So I will break mine,” Taghi quoted, and images of King Shyrrik’s severed head flashed through her mind. “If today had been a planned attack to kill us all, the dragon would have fried us without hesitation. But it kept hovering like a distraction.”

      Taghi was right. Had they not wasted time on the dragon, they might have acted differently, might have been more efficient in fighting the Shygon soldiers. But their hesitation might have been the reason she’d gotten injured.

      “I would have paid better attention to the ground forces had I not worried about a rain of fire,” he admitted, eyes lingering on their joined hands. “And you would have never needed to take that arrow.” Bitterness crept over his features, along with a resolve that frightened Mckenzie more than any fury might ever have.

      “I’m glad I did.” Mckenzie ignored the aching sting in her side. “Not that I need to do it again.”

      Miitra gave a dark laugh. “I’d rather you never need to do that again either.” She pursed her lips as she reached into her pocket to extract a vial of clear liquid. “The ghosts gave me this to apply to your wound.”

      For a while, all three of them stared at it.

      “Where were they during the fight?” Her gaze found the princess’s as she reached for the vial. “They promised to protect us against the Dragon King, to fight at our side.”

      “They said that it wasn’t a battle worth fighting.” Taghi’s voice shook with that fury Mckenzie preferred to what she’d seen flash there before.

      She closed her eyes, allowing the images of battle to float through her head. They’d defeated the soldiers. A relatively small attack. Not even a real army. “I understand.”

      When she opened her eyes, she found Taghi shaking his head. “You don’t.” He let go of her hand, curling his fingers into a fist. “Had they come to our aid, you’d never have been shot.”

      A soft knock on the door paused all stirring emotions in Mckenzie.

      “Come in,” Miitra called.

      The door sprang open, revealing the pale ghost of the White Death, the winged dragon giant in human form. The one who had made said promise.

      “I am coming to see if the wound has sealed completely,” she said with a gravel voice.

      Taghi hopped to his feet and took up position next to the head-end of the cot while Miitra settled in a chair by the only shelf-free area of the wall, both of their faces turning into masks.

      “I’m feeling all right,” Mckenzie answered the ghost.

      The creature stalked forward, ropes of white hair brushing over her arms and chest, covering the bare, pale flesh. Mckenzie had already forgotten how awe-inspiring and terrifying Vala’s creations were, but as light spilled through the thin membranes of the ghost’s wings, the familiar sensation returned.

      “The tonic is working?” The creature gestured at the vial in Mckenzie’s hand.

      “She hasn’t applied it,” Miitra informed.

      The ghost considered her for a moment then turned back to Mckenzie. “I must see for myself.”

      Without respect for privacy or concern for Mckenzie’s reaction, long, claw-tipped fingers dug into the blanket and tugged it aside before they reached for her shirt.

      “Hold still,” she ordered.

      Mckenzie didn’t move, not fighting as the ghost peeled the dressings off her wound and lowered her head to sniff the injured flesh.

      “What are you doing?” Taghi demanded, taking half a step forward.

      “Hold your calm, Prince. I am merely determining how much longer your betrothed needs to remain in bed.”

      Mckenzie felt her jaw hang open. “How did you know?”

      The ghost laughed a gravelly laugh. “The same way I knew why you came to the White Death, my clever friend. Now hand me that vial.”

      Mckenzie held out the vial, eyes searching Taghi’s for any indication if she should be afraid. He shook his head an inch. “She’s been doing this for all injured guards. And even though the procedure is startling, the results seem to be outstanding.”

      “You were run through to your core, Your Highness,” the ghost said as she met Mckenzie’s eyes.

      The latter swallowed. “I’m not Your Highness.”

      The ghost gave her a tight-lipped smile before she turned her eyes to Taghi. “Soon enough.”

      Mckenzie didn’t have time to prepare when the ghost opened the vial and spilled the contents over her healing wound. A shriek of pain escaped her before she could draw a deep breath that drove out the sense of being scorched.

      She focused on Taghi rather than on the pain, the view of his features making breathing a bit easier.

      “It will be over in a moment.” The ghost rose to her full height, inclining her head at Taghi first, then at Miitra. “I don’t know what you have planned to do now that Shygon’s son has sent his soldiers after you, but heed my words when I tell you that your presence is not needed where the ghosts are guarding your lands. Your presence is needed where the crown of Phornes must pass from one generation to the next.”

      She turned to Mckenzie, “Go to Khila. Bloom. And when the moon is full, prepare your armies.”

      Before anyone could speak, the ghost left, ducking her head as she crossed the threshold and leaving a flustered Mckenzie behind.
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      The Prince of Phornes couldn’t take his eyes off the spot where the ghost had poured the healing tincture over Mckenzie’s skin. Smooth, milk-white flesh unbothered by any sign of her near-fatal injury was all he could see—and the slope of her waist where his fingers loved to grasp her when they kissed.

      “What does she mean, bloom?” Mckenzie’s words turned his attention back to the confusion on her face.

      “I’m more concerned about preparing armies at the full moon,” Miitra added, and Taghi couldn’t tell what of the messages hidden in the ghost’s words outweighed the others.

      “She wants us to go back to the palace.” He decided to go in chronological order. “And to prepare our armies.”

      “Your armies,” Mckenzie corrected.

      Taghi shook his head, almost allowing a smile onto his lips. “They will be ours once we are married and I am King.”

      He could almost taste the shiver that visibly racked through Mckenzie at the implications of his words.

      Bloom, the ghost had told her. The Blossom of Khila should bloom.

      “But it could be months until it’s decided how to proceed regarding the new king,” Mckenzie put into consideration.

      And right she was. The only way it would be fast was if his mother decided to step down and allow both Taghi and Miitra to rise to power together. It would be an easy, smooth transition. Nazanin could be their advisor until they fully grew into the role—not that they both hadn’t spent the past decade preparing for the day that responsibility might fall upon their shoulders.

      “We’ll talk to Mother, see if she can set things in motion regarding preparations of our legions.” That at least would help them be ready whether or not the crown would be handed down.

      A curt dip of Miitra’s chin confirmed she understood. A glance at Mckenzie, however, informed him that she had a multitude of emotions that were fighting for the upper hand, and the struggle on her features gave them a new quality of raw beauty that nearly caught his breath.

      “So we’re returning to Khila?” Mac inquired, her gaze turning to the door the ghost had left open as she sat up, sliding her shirt back into place.

      “We’re returning,” Miitra agreed. “And we’re planning your wedding.”

      A horde of miniature dragons took off in Taghi’s stomach at the thought of never again having to hide his feelings for the woman before him. A sensation powerful, overwhelming, and so, so terrifying.

      His guards hadn’t been the only ones to witness their kiss in the open. Shygon soldiers had seen it as well, as had the dragon. Who knew who else had spied them out there on their path to the outpost?

      He lifted his chin an inch as he held out his hand to his future wife, savoring the warmth of her palm as she accepted his aid—a miracle he had thought he’d never see come to pass. He might as well wear his vulnerability with pride.

      He gently pulled her to her feet, studying each of her movements for potential signs of pain, then leaned down to kiss her temple. “If we leave now, we’ll be back in a few hours.

      Miitra gave him a warning glance. “Do we tell Bureez?”

      By Shaelak and everything he guarded in his darkness, the Dumcon might be a problem after all, even when he’d fought on their side in this attack.

      Taghi pondered the merits of Bureez Dumcon’s potential anger for a long moment. Maybe he was as false as his uncle, but maybe seeking out Taghi or Miitra or even Mckenzie hadn’t been a sign of trying to spy, undermine, or harm the Saza Brina reign. Perhaps Bureez Dumcon was merely eager for human company.

      Grinding his teeth, he turned to Mckenzie. “What do you think?”

      She eyed him with those emerald gems set in alabaster, lips puckered as she seemed to roll over his question in her mind. Her brows furrowed, and her hand tightened around his. “I don’t trust him. But a wise woman once told me to keep my enemies closer than my friends.” She glanced at Miitra, earning a warm smile from his cousin. “Maybe involving him in court matters will bring about his true nature.”

      Taghi swallowed at both the calculation and the hopeful naivety of Mckenzie’s statement. In other words—daring. Mckenzie’s approach was daring.

      And maybe it was time he decided what kind of ruler he wanted to become so, when the day came that the crown fell upon his head, he’d know whom he could trust.

      Ignoring Miitra’s avid throat clearing, he raised Mckenzie’s hand to his lips and brushed a kiss to the back of her palm. “Let’s turn this game around, Mac,” he said with more conviction than he thought he could muster and more resolve than he had ever hoped he’d need. “If the Dragon King wants to threaten everyone I love, I might as well show the world to what lengths I’m willing to go to protect them.”

      “Please don’t bargain our kingdom away all over again,” Miitra threw in, almost making him laugh with her exasperated tone.

      Mckenzie’s eyes turned wide, and she opened her mouth as if to give one of her clever retorts. But this time, Taghi cut her off, knowing he wouldn’t have the strength to say what he was going to say if he waited a moment longer.

      “I am willing to share my love for you with all of Phornes. Our people already adore you, Mac. They will come to love you as I do. They will protect you as I do. And the ones who don’t—” He wanted to say that he was willing to end them. Each and every one who entertained the thought of hurting her, but that wasn’t the kind of king he wanted to be, the kind of husband, lover. His heart galloped in his chest as he felt her phantom kiss like a brand on his lips. That. The heat between them. The long conversations late into the night. The little touches between them that set his whole body on fire. All of it. “The ones who don’t—”

      He never finished his sentence, for Bureez Dumcon strode in through the door with an air of urgency. “The horses are ready.”

      Mckenzie’s hand slipped from Taghi’s grasp as she jolted at Bureez’s unannounced appearance, the gesture stabbing into Taghi’s chest. It had been his own doing, making her feel like their love was something to be hidden away. His own doing, his own failure.

      With a smile that didn’t let on the tension and remorse swirling in his guts, he reclaimed her hand and laced their fingers together, holding them up for the Dumcon to see the ring. “My fiancée and I are ready.”

      The shiver running through Mckenzie traveled through their joint hands, up his arm, right to his heart as he assessed the Dumcon’s reaction.

      Bureez bowed his head with easy grace. “Well, congratulations, Your Highness.”

      Whether it was genuine or not, Taghi couldn’t tell. And for now, he didn’t care. He inclined his head at Bureez Dumcon and tugged Mckenzie to his side as he led her from the room and to their ready mounts.

      

      They made it back to the city before nightfall, no surprises befalling them along the sandy road leading back to the gates, despite the absence of almost one-third of their guards. He’d reluctantly left behind the wounded, assured by the commander of the outpost that he’d send them back as soon as they were able to ride.

      Some of them had been wounded worse than Mckenzie, and a few hadn’t even made it off the battlefield. Taghi’s heart bled for them. Both the wounded and the dead. And cold rage and terror grasped him all over again as he considered what could have happened to Mckenzie. Had he paid better attention, she would have never needed to take that arrow for him.

      But she had. And despite the fear for her life, the gesture evoked a glimmering heat inside his chest. Love. Deep, simmering love for the woman who would give her life to save his and wouldn’t even consider it a gift.

      Turning to study Mckenzie’s silhouette in the purple light of sunset, he knew that with her at his side, he’d become the best version of himself. No more compromises. No more barring his feelings for the sake of his kingdom.

      “The Blossom of Khila!” First cheers erupted as they entered the main road leading up to the palace. “Prince Taghi! Princess Miitra!”

      Beside him, his cousin inclined her head at their people, her smile tight, but her eyes warm.

      “Now is your chance, Taghi,” she said between her teeth, and Taghi didn’t think twice as he reached for Mckenzie’s hand across the short distance between their horses.

      He didn’t cringe from the questions in her eyes, but gave her the wide, unrelenting smile she deserved. “I love you,” he mouthed.

      Color bloomed in Mckenzie’s cheeks, and her eyes shone bright like emerald stars.

      “Long live Prince Taghi!” Bureez shouted as his horse caught up with Miitra’s. “Long live the Blossom of Khila!”

      And the people repeated his cheers all the way to the palace where a grave-faced group of nobles greeted them, their nervous glances wandering back and forth between the arriving party and the people they’d left outside the palace grounds.

      “What is it?” Miitra demanded before Taghi could swallow the harrowing sense of foreboding.

      She slid off her horse, handing the reins to a stable hand.

      Mckenzie followed her lead, leaving his palm cold and empty as she untangled her fingers from his.

      “Taghi,” she prompted, and his body responded to her summons, leg swinging over the saddle.

      “What happened?” he repeated Miitra’s demand, dreading the response as he spotted erratic movement behind the open palace doors.

      “It’s your mother, Your Highness,” one of the nobles said. “She was injured.”

      Taghi didn’t even take a moment to acknowledge who had spoken as he darted past them, up the stairs, and to the colorful entrance hall of the Khilalian palace.

      There, in a puddle of blood, his mother was fighting for breath, skin paling as she gritted her teeth against the pressure one of the palace healers applied to her wound.

      “By Shaelak—” He slammed to his knees, barely aware of Miitra and Mckenzie’s footsteps following into the hall. “Mother.”

      The healer shoved him aside as she held out her hand for towels and tourniquets a servant brought in a basket.

      “Who did this?” Taghi’s question echoed off the colorful tiles and columns as if mocking his claim for answers.

      “We found her like this,” one of the servants said. Taghi didn’t lift his gaze to inquire who had spoken.

      Queen Nazanin’s eyes flew to her son’s, locking on them with the determination of a true ruler of Phornes. “You must take the throne, Taghi.” She coughed, blood trickling from her lips as she rolled her head to the side to better face him.

      “We are still in the interim phase,” he responded, ready to ignore what was obvious with every rattling breath his mother took. “You will—”

      “I will nothing, my son.” Nazanin’s eyes closed, chest heaving under her torn, bloodied gown. “You must … finish what you started. You and Miitra and your future wife.”

      “No, Mother. You can’t—”

      Taghi slid aside so as not to be in the healer’s way as she changed the cloth covering the wound, and when he laid eyes on the gash, he knew that there was no coming back from this degree of injury.

      “I’m dying, Taghi.”

      He knew she was right.

      “The ghosts,” Mckenzie whispered beside him, one hand resting on his arm, the other on his mother’s forehead. “I can ride back to the outpost and get one of them to help.”

      Queen Nazanin turned her gaze on Mckenzie, a tear in her eye. “I wish I could see you on your wedding day, Mac. I wish I could see you make my son happy.”

      Emotion ripped through Taghi’s heart as Mckenzie shook her head in defiance of the unavoidable.

      “You will—” Mckenzie started, but Nazanin cut her off.

      “Call for the … court officials.” The Queen of Phornes turned her gaze on one of the noblemen who had followed them from the gate.

      The man hurried off, almost falling over his own feet as he rushed past more servants with buckets of hot water and bottles of tinctures.

      But his mother’s eyes came to rest on Taghi again. “You chose well, son. With everything you did. And I’m so, so proud of you.” Her breath wheezed between her words, the sound more horrifying, more intimidating than any Dragon King, any soldier with an unfamiliar weapon. Because he knew that sound and what followed. Had seen it countless times on the battlefield.

      “Your Majesty.” A line of men and women led by Lady Darmel swarmed the space around the dying queen.

      Taghi didn’t look up to count them. He knew that they were enough to witness whatever the queen had to say on her final breath—the final breath approaching too soon.

      He took his mother’s hand, leading it to his forehead.

      “Don’t cry, my son. I’ll be reunited with your father in Hel’s gentle darkness.”

      A sob broke from Miitra’s lips, and Taghi’s gaze flicked to his cousin, whose hand was grasping Mckenzie’s other one, Mckenzie like a bridge between the two of them.

      “By the power instilled in me by the gods and the people of Phornes, by the trust this council places in the Saza Brina bloodline and that has kept the peace for over seventy years”—she took a rattling breath—“I bestow upon my son Taghi’s pate the vacated crown of the King of Phornes, and the crown that rests on my brow upon the pate of my niece Miitra Saza Brina.” Her hand twitched against Taghi’s head, a weak caress that brought tears to his eyes. “By the love for my lands and my people, I entrust them with the care for the future of Phornes.” Her lips curved into a smile so radiant Taghi questioned for a moment if she was truly that weak, truly a second from death. “And the fate and the heart of my son, I lay into the care of the Blossom of Khila.”

      Mckenzie’s quiet sob ripped through Taghi as he lifted his gaze to meet his fiancée’s, unsure if he should smile or cry. His body decided for both.

      “This is my will and must be honored by the responsibility of the council.”

      The first tear had made it past Taghi’s jaw, dripping to the caramel brown satin of his mother’s gown when the smile on her lips faded and her face went slack. Her eyes closed with a last look at him—at the future of Phornes. And the man who’d damned them all to death by the raging passion to save the ones he cared for the most.
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      Brax Brenheran lowered the book in his lap for the benefit of gifting Nana Sina with his full attention. The human woman—an Exile, he’d learned; a magic wielder discarded at the Ulfrayan border—had kept him company every afternoon, telling stories about what life in the Fae forests had been like before Gandrett broke the curse. It still cost him all his imagination to believe Gandrett Brayton was now the Queen of Fae—and his heart bled at the thought that she’d been taken by the enemy.

      And whatever those Maraoul creatures were, they sounded like an enemy he didn’t want to meet on a battlefield. In truth, he didn’t want to enter a battlefield ever again. But after almost losing Leonidas, he knew there were plenty of things worth fighting for.

      “I find it quite fascinating that despite the fear of the Fae, the magic wielders have become so accustomed to life in the Fae lands,” Leonidas pointed out all over again.

      Brax’s lips curled on their own volition as he returned his gaze to Nana Sina, who observed the Prince of Lapidos.

      “We were living in peace there, never going close to any Fae settlements, but the abandoned ones in the north,” Nana Sina explained. “Only when the curse was broken did the problems start.”

      “You mean the Fae.” Brax closed the book and laid it down on the low table between the armchairs they were occupying before the hearth.

      “The Fae used to be the worst I could imagine,” the woman said, her Lapidonian lilt so much heavier than Leonidas’s. “Then the Maraoul showed up. And they slaughtered every last Exile.” Her face contorted with grief. “I should have died with them.”

      Leonidas clicked his tongue. “You should be right where you are. It was a mercy of the gods that you were found by the King and Queen of Ulfray before more harm could befall you.” The prince leaned forward in his chair, movements slow, but so much less labored than a week ago when he’d first left the bed. Brax’s heart did a silent leap at every tiny progress he witnessed in the improvement of Leonidas’s condition.

      “The gods certainly hate me, or they’d have let me die with my people.” Nana Sina folded her arms over her chest just as a knock sounded on the door.

      “Enter,” Brax called.

      The door swung open, revealing Commander Kouyen and Dafdya, and a shudder ran through Brax.

      Fae in Ackwood palace. Not that it was a first after the chancellor, who was in reality the King of Fae.

      He ran his fingers over his temple to still the headache forming there.

      “We’ve completed our rounds, Lord Brax,” Dafdya informed him as the Fae crossed the threshold together—an achievement in itself, given how broad Kouyen’s shoulders were and how narrow the door felt in relation to the magnificence of those two creatures.

      “Anything interesting?” Leonidas inquired, unimpressed by the sheer beauty and strength lighting up the room.

      “No sightings of enemy soldiers, no unusual developments in the skies,” Kouyen reported, and, once more, Brax was grateful for their offer to scout the perimeter of the city day and night.

      After the initial harshness of the Fae, their alliance had been welcomed. Especially when they both aimed to free the Queen of Ulfray; even when, for different reasons, their greater goals remained the same.

      “Please, sit.” Brax gestured at the free chairs next to him.

      Unsurprisingly, the Fae declined. They’d kept mostly to themselves, the only times of longer conversation being the ones involving strategy and planning for their next moves. Moves they’d agreed needed to happen as soon as they had an idea of which direction to find the Queen of Ulfray.

      Armand and Celius had been tasked with preparing the human army for fighting alongside the Fae, and from his vantage point on the destroyed battlement, he sometimes watched the progress. But most of his days, Brax spent researching whatever he could about dragons.

      Leonidas had only recently picked up a book again, his strength returning too slowly. But it was returning, and that was the only thing that mattered.

      As if reading his thoughts, the Prince of Lapidos lifted his gaze to meet Brax’s.

      Nana Sina cleared her throat. “If you don’t mind, I’ll retire to my room.” She gave Brax a knowing look before she said to the Fae on the threshold, “I’d appreciate some help up the stairs.”

      With a smile, Dafdya crossed the space and held out her hand to aid the woman to her feet. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Lord of Ackwood. And you.” She inclined her head at Leonidas, a tired smile on her lips, and took the Fae’s hand, allowing her to lead her from the room.

      Kouyen lingered on the threshold a moment longer, his slitted eyes even more narrow than usual. “I don’t know how much longer we can wait before we start moving the armies, Lord Brax.” Kouyen wiped a strand of silky black hair from his forehead, more vulnerable than he’d ever seen the commander. “If we remain here too long, Raynar might decide to attack here again, and we might be engaged in a battle to distract our forces, to bind them and keep them from rushing to our Queen’s aid.”

      What Kouyen didn’t need to say was that Raynar Leyon would do the same thing he’d done in the last Dragon War. He’d take the territories one by one. And the tradeoff of leaving Ackwood widely unprotected might be to give up Sives for the benefit of saving one person. Gandrett. Both human and Fae and a symbol for the power of sacrifice.

      A symbol of hope. And without hope, they wouldn’t win this war. Especially not without the strength and magic the Fae could provide.

      “Give us one more day, commander,” Leonidas responded with more grace than Brax could have mustered. “Lord Braxley and I will discuss the merits of a rushed advance. And we will seek you out tomorrow morning.”

      Kouyen didn’t argue, instead dipping his chin before retreating from the room, leaving Brax and Leonidas to the crackling of the fire and the guilt and silence filling Brax’s chest.

      Sacrifice a city for a war? Sacrifice humans to save a part-Fae? Sacrifice many strangers to save a friend?

      Before he could loose a groan of frustration, Leonidas folded back the blanket covering his legs and carefully straightened from his chair.

      Brax watched the initial swaying as the prince took his first step, a familiar sight that no longer brought him distress—especially when he regained his balance faster with every new time.

      “So we need to make a decision tonight?” Brax asked into the room, wondering if the gods may have hidden an answer somewhere between the rocks and carvings of Ackwood palace. “Shouldn’t we include Armand if we are to discuss the fate of our men?”

      Leonidas took a careful step toward Brax, the fire shining an orange glow onto his front while the sunset did the same from the side, making his black curls shimmer like stray flames.

      “Lord Armand no longer has an army to command. He lost his men in Eedwood. What is left of the army belongs to either you or me, and the Fae have made up their mind that they want to move their forces.” He took another step, bracing his hand on the backrest of a chair. He no longer used the cane Brax had provided even when relying on his own two legs slowed Leonidas down.

      Pride swelled in Brax’s heart with every time the prince set a foot forward anew.

      Leonidas made it to the chair closest to Brax, where he settled down, hands lingering on the armrests. “We have all night to discuss this. But waiting isn’t what will win us this war. We need to be one step ahead of the Dragon King, need to surprise him with our alliance with the Fae.”

      Brax listened. And by the gods, he knew Leonidas was right. But—

      “You’re in no condition to ride into battle, Leonidas.” And it was the one truth that had made him procrastinate, made him postpone this decision. For he knew, when the time came, he would go to war alongside his soldiers—and Leonidas would be left behind.

      The prince’s lips curled at the side as he rested his head back in the chair. “Maybe.” His lashes were dark layers of silk shielding his eyes from Brax while he gazed into the fire. “But maybe I will come along just the same if only to see you victorious.” He blinked and turned his head so his eyes locked on Brax, who was fighting to get down a satisfying breath.

      Heat crept through Brax’s chest like a snake of embers, warming every last cold cranny. “I’m not a general, Leonidas, or a commander. I’m not even a proper lord. Not one for times of war, at least.”

      The smile didn’t fade from Leonidas’s face. “Then let’s make sure we live to see times of peace.” He extended a hand, palm open for Brax in silent invitation.

      Brax didn’t think twice as he placed his fingers there, watching them twine with the prince’s, whose eyes sparkled to faded jade in the winter sun.

      “Do you think we’ll stand a chance?” Brax wasn’t sure which chance he meant, to come out of this war alive or the two of them together. For in the gaps between danger, research, battles, and healing from dragon injuries, Brax had come to love the Prince of Lapidos. And losing him—

      “If we are determined, I believe we may defy all odds.” Leonidas leaned over the armrest of his chair, gently tugging on Brax’s hand to bring him closer until their faces were inches from each other. Inches that felt suddenly like an insurmountable obstacle with Leonidas’s gaze the path to cross.

      “I want this war to be over,” he whispered, thoughts swirling as his feelings pushed to the foreground.

      Leonidas smirked at him, grasping his hand more firmly. “I want you.”

      Brax closed his eyes and closed the gap.

      At the first contact, Leonidas’s lips were soft against Brax’s, carefully inquiring. But with each answering kiss, each breathless moment, he grew more confident, more playful, until Brax tore away, panting as his gaze found that of the Prince of Lapidos.

      “I love you, Braxley Brenheran.”

      When Brax stroked Leonidas’s cheek in response, heart swelling, he thought he’d never felt anything more beautiful.

      

      The darkness was lifting over the outline of the northern mountains as Armand Denderlain strode from the palace to the army camp, Celius at his side. He wrapped his woolen cloak tighter around his shoulders and grasped the hilt of his sword, a habit he had adopted over the short period of time he’d spent with the Fae soldiers.

      “Isn’t it a bit early for training?” Celius remarked, his gaze on the mountain range where the first rays of sun broke the night.

      “It’s never too early to be prepared for defeating the evil tormenting these lands.” Armand didn’t say it with a bite even when his composure had been rumbling with every new day of waiting.

      He’d talked to the Fae commander after he returned from reporting to Brax. When the night was over, the Lord of Ackwood would have a decision, which might demand for more restless days of waiting—or he’d finally get to do something that may make a difference in this war.

      Without his own army, Armand was dependent on the forces of the west and those of the Fae, but Brax had graciously allowed him to command the Brenheran armies and those of the Prince of Lapidos during the latter’s time of recovery. That left him with busy days of training, of planning with the Fae army.

      He cleared his throat as he opened the flap to Commander Kouyen’s tent, knowing that the Fae male had probably heard them long before their arrival, and stepped into the spacious makeshift war room.

      “Kouyen’s not up yet,” Dafdya greeted them with a frown on her golden features.

      “He said at sunrise,” Celius pointed out when Dafdya’s frown deepened.

      Armand simply marched over to the table and braced his hip against the edge above Lands End. “We can wait. It’s not like we have anywhere to be.”

      If given a choice, Armand would have chosen to be anywhere but there. Not because of the Fae, but because a sense of powerlessness threatened to smother him if he sat around one more day without going out there and at least trying to stop Raynar.

      “We can spar in the tent,” Dafdya offered, her facial expression unchanged, which, with her usual smirks and smiles and sardonic comments, was quite bothersome.

      Armand picked up a dragon-shaped figurine, twirling it between his fingers. Dragons. The Prince of Lapidos had defeated one. But before that, it had destroyed the battlements of the palace. The dragon could have easily fried all of them with a single gust of fire. The only reason that hadn’t happened was probably that the dragon had been separated from the rest of the battle. It had focused on Brax as if the Lord of Ackwood personally had been the target of the attack. Thank the gods for Brax’s quick thinking, for the guards’ arrows and bolts, and thank all the gods for Leonidas’s bravery.

      With a heavy breath, Armand set down the figurine. “Did you fight in the last Dragon War, Dafdya?”

      At his questions, the female’s brows wandered up, dissolving the frown. “A lot of us did.” Her eyes followed Celius around the table.

      “How did you kill the dragons?” Armand asked, gaze returning to the table where a cluster of winged figurines had been added since the last time he’d seen it. Whether those were confirmed units or simply possible scenarios the Fae had analyzed, Armand wasn’t ready to learn. “Is there a part of them that’s particularly vulnerable? Some metal or type of wood that hurts them more than others?” Like iron for Fae, but he didn’t add that, trying to be polite when his best hopes to ever see again the one dragon he didn’t want to die.

      Before his mind could go to the place of sorrow that came with thinking about Addie’s fate, Dafdya joined him at the table, her leather armor making her broader and even more intimidating than usual.

      “In the last Dragon War, they were killed with spears in the heart. But the trick seems to be to destroy their wings first. That way they can’t attack from the air and lose their advantage.”

      “Except for the fire,” Celius threw in. “That’s equally bad on the ground as it is in the air.”

      Dafdya smirked at him. “If you’re so afraid of a little flame, you better stay far away from dragons.”

      Celius folded his arms over his chest and rubbed his stubbled chin over his shoulder.

      “He’s not afraid of fire,” Armand informed Dafdya, who, much to Armand’s amusement, shrugged and glanced back to Celius. “In fact, he fought alongside me when Addie wreaked havoc on Eedwood Castle.” Those images would stick with him forever, slipping to the foreground along with the pain of losing Addie again and again—to Raynar, to her dragon form, to uncertainty.

      “The dragon girl,” Dafdya remembered, and Armand wasn’t sure that was disdain in her eyes or reluctant admiration for the devotion Armand held for the woman who had become untouchable through her physical shift.

      Whichever it was, Armand nodded. “She helped us back then, and she’ll help us again when we meet on the battlefield.”

      “You keep saying that.” Kouyen strode into the tent, broad shoulders clad in shiny armor. “But how can you be so sure she will be able to break free of Raynar’s hold again? That is if she’s still alive.”

      “She is alive.” Armand wouldn’t allow any other thought into his head until proven differently. He pushed away from the table to face Kouyen at a more equal level, even when the male towered over him by nearly a head. “You requested our presence, Commander Kouyen.”

      When the servant had woken him with a message from the Fae commander to meet at the war room at sunrise, Armand hadn’t thought much of it. He’d been summoned time and again by the Fae, by Brax, and even by Leonidas, who’d been asking after the well-being of his men. But today was different. Something lay in the air, almost like a splash of violence looming above the clouds.

      Kouyen folded his arms over his chest, features harder than usual. “If Lord Braxley decides to wait, the Fae army will journey east without the humans.”

      So that was what had been going on. The Fae had grown equally restless as Armand—only they had an army big enough to march into battle and make a dent in the Dragon King’s forces while Armand had nothing but the trust of Brax and Leonidas.

      “We have an alliance,” Armand reminded the Fae commander.

      “We do.” Kouyen glanced at Dafdya, black eyes hard.

      “And we have been spending those past weeks preparing to fight together. The human soldiers have been adopting the fighting techniques you taught them. They are ready to fight together and die together.” Armand had overseen most of that training himself, had seen enough from the Fae to know that alone, the humans wouldn’t stand much of a chance.

      “As are we,” Dafdya agreed. “We’re ready to fight and die with you. But we are more ready to see our queen freed.”

      “King Nehelon sent you to our aid,” Celius said, bracing his hands on the edge of the table.

      “Lord Braxley will decide if he’s ready to march east. If not, we’ll aid you by engaging the Dragon King in battle so he won’t come for Ackwood.” Kouyen glanced between Celius and Armand.

      Fae words. Twisted and always interpretable. So that was what a Fae alliance was worth. Armand picked up the dragon figurine once more. In his stomach, he felt Kouyen’s words resonate despite the initial anger. He himself had grown restless, was ready to confront Raynar. And with their armies united, they had a force strong enough to stand a chance.

      A part of him screamed to join them with or without a human army at his back.

      “We’ll train now,” Kouyen said matter-of-factly. “And when the Lord of Ackwood has come to a conclusion, we’ll prepare for the rest.”

      Armand wanted to say something to make this feel less like an ultimatum. But in truth, it didn’t matter how it felt. The Fae were right. They couldn’t stay in Ackwood and wait until Raynar brought the next battle to their doorstep. However much Armand had been ready to never see a battlefield again, they needed to find the evil and squash it while they still could. Before Neredyn was lost—along with all he loved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun had long risen over the spires of the palace when Brax slid out of Leonidas’s arms, careful not to stir the prince. He allowed himself a moment of drinking in the prince’s beautiful features before he picked up his cloak from the backrest of the couch where they’d fallen asleep during a long discussion over the benefits of pooling the armies at Ackwood any longer.

      From the safety of Leonidas’s embrace, it was easy to be brave, to be bold, to hope for a speedy victory if they rushed now. But with the layer of night dissolved, the warmth of the prince’s breath on his cheek ebbed, and the clarity of a new day snaking its path through his thoughts, it was easier to be afraid.

      He leaned down to kiss Leonidas’s cheek before he strolled from the room, leaving him to rest. Vala knew they’d need every minute of rest before they left Ackwood.

      A brief glance at the hearth told him the servant he was going to ask for breakfast would need to tend to the flames as well so the prince wouldn’t wake in a chilled room.

      With measured steps, he made his way down the hall to the staircase leading to the kitchens. Buzzing activity greeted him at the bottom where servants came and went, each of them following their own purpose in this flurry of morning chores, and Brax was reminded how much he liked it down there if only for the sense of not being so alone. But today, his heart wasn’t as heavy as the mornings before. Today, he came with a new sense of hope—one that, if he survived this war, he’d have someone to come home to.

      With a smile on his lips, Brax strolled into the kitchen. He thanked the cook for the bread offered from a white napkin-lined basket, inclined his head at the boy who stirred the fire in the stove, greeted each of them by name. Even with everything that had been lost in Ackwood, after Leonidas’s kiss and his declaration of love, Brax knew Ackwood would never hold the same darkness for him again.

      Requesting a tray of food brought to the sitting room where Leonidas was still sleeping, Brax tore a piece off the bread and tasted it then headed back up the stairs toward his own room to clean up and dress for the day. On his tongue, the crispy rye mixed with the memory of the taste of Leonidas’s lips, and Brax couldn’t stop a grin at the guards bowing as he passed.

      He was halfway up the stairs when the bells started ringing—and all warmth in his heart drained at the sound of alarm.

      Pulse racing, Brax turned and headed back to the ground level. Guards were swarming the entrance hall, their shouts mixing with the sound of blades being drawn between hurried footsteps.

      Before he could demand what was going on, one of the men reported holes had been sighted in the palace gardens.

      “In the gardens?” Confusion was Brax’s first reaction. Then he remembered what the Fae and Nana Sina had said about the Maraoul digging their path through Neredyn, and his blood turned to ice. “How many?”

      “So far, it’s only holes, my lord.” The man glanced over his shoulder at the hallway leading to the back gardens. “But if what the Fae commander said is true, this looks a lot like those Maraoul tunnels he warned about.”

      Brax nodded and shouted an order for a messenger to be sent to the Fae. His words hadn’t fully left his lips when Kouyen appeared in the hallway, followed by a group of twelve soldiers, including Armand and Celius.

      “We’ll deal with it, Lord Braxley,” Kouyen called as he turned into the gardens. Armand saluted as he marched past, the veneer of the Lord of Eedwood shed for the benefit of the warrior the lord had become.

      When Brax darted upstairs this time, he made it all the way to his room to don his leathers and grab additional weapons. The last thing he picked up before he left was his bow and a quiver of arrows. They’d been a weak weapon against the dragon, but perhaps the Maraoul weren’t as tough as the scaled dreads of the skies.

      

      By the time he made it to the gardens, Kouyen and his Fae soldiers were slaughtering their path through an assault of clawed, leathery creatures. Armand and Celius stood close to the doorway, each with a crossbow in their hands and aiming at the dark hole closest to them.

      “How many?” Brax asked as he came to a halt between them, nocking an arrow in his bow.

      Armand didn’t take his eyes off the black depth of the nearest hole as he responded, “over fifty.”

      “The Fae are making quick work of them,” Celius added. “Humans would have sustained a few losses, but we are learning how to effectively take the poisonous beasts out.”

      Brax couldn’t deny the brutal efficiency of the Fae’s blows, the coordinated grace of their defense. Beautiful and terrifying to watch.

      His eyes wandered from the shrieking, crawling monsters Kouyen had warned were poisonous back to the hole Celius and Armand were surveying. “This one hasn’t expelled any?”

      Celius shook his head. “Not yet.”

      Brax gave it a suspicious glare. “Why?” All the other holes near the Fae spat out one creature after the other.

      “Maybe the Fae taste better than us humans?” Celius mocked, his grin too dark to make anyone feel like smiling.

      But that couldn’t be it. Some of the palace guards were fighting alongside the Fae, and the Maraoul attacked them just the same.

      “Do you think it collapsed and they can’t get through?” He took a step closer, squinting as he peered into the darkness.

      “Whatever the reason, don’t get too close.” Armand adjusted his stance, pulling the bowstring.

      His own bow at the ready, Brax was about to take another step when, with a shrill scream, an elongated female shape hopped from the hole and flung herself at him.

      “Shit—” Both Brax and Armand released their arrows, but firing the arrow from far too close, it bounced off the Maraoul’s arm as it twisted in its path. Brax reached for his sword a second before the creature collided with his side, back against his arm, while still spinning out of the arrow’s path.

      Armand fired first, then Celius, both hitting their mark a second before the Maraoul’s claws could reach for Brax.

      It hissed and spat as it sank to the ground in a heap of wrinkly dark skin and blood. Yellow eyes locked on Brax’s with pain and ire. Another arrow hit right between them, and their light went out as it gurgled its last breath.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing.” Dafdya almost collided with him as she came to a halt right beside him. “You were supposed to make sure no Maraoul makes it out of that hole, not invite them to a tea party.”

      Her gaze locked on Celius as she tossed the Maraoul back into the hole with a push of her foot. It toppled into the darkness, not giving any indication how deep those tunnels beneath reached.

      By Vala, if they had dug under the palace—it might collapse.

      Dafdya didn’t leave any time for him to panic, her battle cry announcing the next Maraoul’s approach.

      This time, Brax could make out the pointy teeth, the leathery quality of its lipless mouth, the spindly length of its hands that ended in sharp claws.

      “Whatever you do,” Dafdya said as she lifted her sword before her chest, “don’t get close to the teeth. If you get bit, you’re dead.”

      Brax merely swallowed the bile in his throat at the prospect of what was coming now that more Maraoul were emerging from the hole. Like pearls on a string, they slid out of the darkness. Brax didn’t bother to retrieve his bow as Armand and Celius’s arrows started flying. Holding onto his sword was all he could do to steady his shaking hands.

      In front of him, Dafdya was hacking her path through the approaching Maraoul, her singsong voice reciting such vile curses that Brax wondered if the Fae’s exterior was truly the only thing beautiful about them. Then he didn’t wonder about anything, instinct kicking him into motion when the first Maraoul made it past the female and his human strength was tested in a clash of claws and iron.

      Sharp claws hit his armored shoulder in a knee-buckling blow. Somewhere above him someone shouted his name—

      Leonidas.

      Stumbling back as he fought for balance, Brax glanced up at the palace walls behind him, at the open window and at Leonidas’s horrified face as the ground crumbled around him. He was vaguely aware of the sound of steel on flesh and claw on leather, of gasps and curses and the Maraoul’s hissing.

      “Get out of there, by Shaelak.” Armand grabbed his upper arm, pulling him upright with one hand while the other wielded a sword against the creature slithering from the crater at Brax’s feet. Brax’s head cleared, and he grasped the hilt of his own blade harder, measuring the distance to the door.

      With a shout of fury, he embedded the sword in the Maraoul’s chest a moment before it might have gotten its claws on him again. Then he allowed Armand to guide him around the open soil and severed, leathery limbs while Celius’s arrows kept hitting their mark.

      In his peripheral vision, Brax noticed the elegant violence of the Fae’s combat as they unleashed not only their physical weapons on the gardens, but their magic as well. The air stirred around them, lifting snow and pebbles off the ground as the earth shook beneath their feet.

      “Careful that the gardens don’t cave in,” he shouted at no one in particular. But Kouyen’s response came in a swift wave of his free hand while, with the sword in the other, he ran through two Maraoul at once.

      “Your grounds are infested, Lord Braxley. It’s time to bring an end to it.”

      Dafdya laughed and cursed, both at once, as she ripped her blade through the frozen soil between two holes and pulled it out bloody at the other end. “Those bastards are still hiding down there. Arrows!” She flashed a glance at Celius, who aimed and released an arrow at the hole next to the female, earning a smirk from her.

      Brax was vaguely aware of the grin the soldier gave the Fae in return, wondering what he’d been missing in his absence to care for Leonidas’s healing. But more Maraoul crawled from the holes at his feet, claws reaching for him, wiping all thoughts from his mind.

      With a swish of his blade, Brax cut off their hands, preventing them from finding purchase on the blood-soaked snow. They hissed and screamed while they slithered from sight into the hole collapsing after them like by an invisible force.

      From the center of the garden, the Fae drew closer to their small group with every falling Maraoul, their magic digging through earth and roots to heave the monsters from the ground before they could attack. And with each blow Brax landed on one of them, his fear of the poisonous teeth receded. Each time his blade slit through a throat, blood pouring over his forearm, his resolve grew stronger.

      While he’d run out here to protect his palace, his people, his city, the man watching the slaughter from two floors up with terror on his handsome features was worth protecting all of Neredyn. And as the Maraoul declined in numbers, no fresh attackers emerging from the jagged holes around him, Brax knew that he’d go anywhere in this world to make sure a realm of peace would be forged that he could lay at Leonidas’s feet.

      The thought echoed through him like a promise until he sliced the last Maraoul open and the Fae surrounded him like a wall of menace. And the Maraoul stopped coming.

      Yet, while there was no Maraoul left standing to challenge human or Fae in battle, from somewhere in the palace, the sound of steel on steel carried toward the gardens.

      Without a second thought, Brax turned and staggered over the now uneven ground back into the palace.

      The sight he beheld as he made it to the entrance hall ran through him like a hit on the head, as did the smell of rusty iron—blood. For on polished marble splashed with colorful light filtering through the stained glass windows, servants and guards alike were fighting in an incomprehensible tangle of words and blades. An elderly kitchen maid—the one who he’d taken the bread from not even an hour ago—stabbed at a guard with a bread knife, her eyes unfocused and chants in an unfamiliar language streaming from her lips. Another guard was carving into his own forearm exposed between torn leather edges, a symbol that reminded Brax very much of what he’d found on the Shygon soldiers’ armors after the last attack on Ackwood.

      He was about to demand what was going on, but Kouyen and Dafdya stormed past him, making it to the man a moment before Brax could make a conscious decision to confront him—to confront either of them.

      “Stop fighting!”Armand shouted, his voice drowning in the noise of battle. “Stop now, or we’ll need to hurt you!”

      Brax rushed after the Fae, sword fast in his grasp, but not nearly prepared to hurt one of his own the way his guards clearly needed to in order to control the situation. “What is going on?” he asked the carving man as he reached him.

      With a milky-blue gaze, the man grinned at him past Kouyen’s shoulder. “His Majesty, Raynar of Neredyn, wants your palace, Lord Brenheran.”

      Kouyen restrained the man further while Dafdya had rushed on to sort through the chaotic rows of guards and staff fighting each other.

      This was worse than the gardens. This was an unexpected way for the Dragon King’s infiltration of his court. An attack on his trust, on the foundation of a peaceful life at the palace.

      “Let him speak,” Brax ordered when Kouyen’s forearm pressed into the carving man’s throat.

      Kouyen grunted his disapproval, but lightened the pressure.

      The man gasped a breath before he laughed in Brax’s face. “The Fae may slow us down, but they cannot stop what has started. They cannot prevent the rise of the forces at work.”

      “And what forces are they?” Brax struggled for composure, for his panic to remain locked invisibly in his stomach where it roiled and pushed for acknowledgment.

      “The Heir of Sives is dead, Lord Braxley. The King of Sives is the King of Phornes, is the King of Ulfray, is the King of Lapidos. He is the King of All.” The man glared at the male as he pulled back his forearm for the benefit of grasping his throat with his fingers.

      “You won’t get to live another second if you speak such vile untruths,” Kouyen snarled, making Brax’s blood freeze.

      This was the nightmarish sort of Fae he’d been brought up to fear. The one whose strength and violence were unparalleled.

      A crack filled the gaps between screams and clashing metal as Kouyen’s fingers tightened.

      “Stop,” Brax ordered the male without considering what it would mean to draw his wrath on him. He relied on Armand and Celius’s protection as he stalked closer, the Lord of Eedwood and his soldier framing him like a pair of guards. “What do you mean, the King of All?”

      The man chuckled, voice barely making it past the vise Kouyen’s hand imposed on his jugular. “Your brother is dead. Neredyn will fall, and there will be only one king remaining.”

      “The Dragon King,” Brax mumbled, swallowing the finality in the man’s words. Joshua was dead.

      Raynar had wanted Sives from the beginning. He’d chosen Joshua as a vessel, as a host to more easily grasp Sives. But now—

      “His followers will rise from their hiding places, and they will end this war at his side.”

      Brax barely heard the man as he spoke, the knowledge of his brother’s end rattling him so thoroughly that he could hardly breathe. It had all been in vain. Choosing Gandrett over Josh. Hoping for his life, his freedom.

      “I should have let the Fae Prince kill him,” Brax threw at the man who wore the Brenheran coat of arms, yet had served the Dragon King in secret—or had been mind controlled. It was hard to tell these days who was a willing follower and who was a victim. “I should have ended him myself.”

      Bitterness poured from his words, weaving through the room like ink in water.

      “No, Lord Braxley.” The man’s eyes turned clearer for a moment as they locked on Brax’s, and he could have been fooled that he was more lucid when he spoke the next time. “Joshua was lost from the moment he met his mother in Eedwood. He was never going to survive this war. Not when Raynar Leyon spotted something so much better in the great hall that day.”

      “What better?” Brax hissed as he leaned toward the man, Armand and Celius drawing even closer. “What did he spot that forfeited my brother’s life?”

      The man shrugged, wincing as Kouyen’s fingers held fast on his throat. “Revenge.” He chuckled, the milky film covering the blue of his gaze once more as if he was losing a fight behind the thick bone of his skull. But he struggled once more, writhed in Kouyen’s grasp, blood trickling from his nose, from the corner of his eyes.

      “Revenge against who?” Brax prompted, anxious to learn more and at the same time afraid to do so. “What can I do to stop him?”

      The man’s eyes cleared as trails of crimson progressed down his cheeks. “Flee, Lord Brax. Flee while you can. Set sail to a new world. This one will end with Raynar’s reign.” His eyes locked on Brax’s clear ones once more as he won the fight.

      Kouyen’s fingers eased from the man’s throat, leaving a purple bruise in its wake. The male earned a smile from the man as he reached for the knife again—and without another word, drove it into his own heart.
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      Having a dragon—even a dragon boy—as a traveling companion was a benefit, Nehelon decided as they cleared the looming mountains separating Fae lands and human lands drawn in the middle of Neredyn. From the edge of the forest, he stared into the darkness, Gordan on one side, Cal on the other, the three horses behind them lowering their heads to graze on a patch of grass. It was due to the warmer climate in this region that they found grass at this time of the year at all.

      After days and days of relentlessly pushing his traveling companions, he finally laid eyes on the towers in the distance. Two ruined spires reminding him of a time when the Fae had ruled over the human realms. And a memorial of a war that had leeched all life from the Calma. Once a land of prosperity and arts, little had been left to call to mind the life once filling those lands. A desert cut from the realms of Neredyn like the footprint of a god of destruction. If only there were one. Between Galloris, Shaelak, and Shygon, Nehelon wasn’t sure which god would be the most likely to destroy an entire realm.

      “How long?” Cal asked into his quiet focus.

      The boy asked that same question every time he allowed them to stop. How long were they going to rest this time?

      “We make camp until the next nightfall.” Much as it pained him to wait so long, he knew that approaching the towers during the day would only bring disadvantages. He would endure another day of being separated from his Mate, of fear from what was being done to her, if it meant he would gain any advantage. “We use the time to scout.”

      Gordan understood. Without further instructions, he handed Nehelon the reins of his horse. “Sleep while you can. I’ll wake you when I complete my round.”

      “I’ll take watch,” Cal offered, his young face too serious, too strained.

      “No.” Nehelon led the horses to a tree and told them to stay there. Not even Rayna objected, her sturdy legs exhausted from carrying him over the edge of the mountains. “You sleep, Cal. I won’t be able to close my eyes now that we’re here.” No matter how tired he was. He’d only see Gandrett’s face before him, her fear-filled eyes as Liri had entered the battlefield what now seemed a lifetime ago. “Gordan will wake you.”

      Cal didn’t argue. The dragon boy had learned, over the course of their journey, that Nehelon wouldn’t rest until he found his Mate while Gordan still tried to push him to sleep for a few hours every night.

      But there was no rest in sleeping, no peace in the consciousness of his nightmares. Only pain. Pain and the life-like horrors of what his mother or the Dragon King could do to Gandrett.

      A few more hours and he’d finally walk into those towers and reclaim her. Whatever it took, he was willing to hand it over for her freedom. He’d happily stay in her place—wouldn’t be the first time he had. Anything. He’d suffer her pain if she could go free.

      Of course, Gordan didn’t know that. His brother was still under the impression that they’d walk out of there together. But the truth was if Raynar Leyon was involved, there were no givens. There wasn’t hope. There was only pain.

      The sheer horror of Cal’s story, what had been done to his kin, was enough to know what the Dragon King was capable of—and he didn’t hold a grudge against the dragons. But with Gandrett—

      Nehelon patted Rayna’s neck, fingers tangling in her sunshine-colored mane for a moment before he padded off under the cover of night.

      Cal would be safe. They hadn’t encountered any Maraoul when they’d made their path along the Ulfrayan border toward Ithrylan. And with the boy being a dragon, the Maraoul had more to fear from him than the other way around.

      Gordan’s silhouette moved toward the line where Calma met Sives, the mountains at his back. They had decided to take the longer way, using the forest and rocks as shields against prying eyes for as long as possible. If Raynar was looking out for attackers, he’d most likely expect armies, siege weapons, and they couldn’t possibly make it through the forest and mountains. Not even the Fae armies would choose such a path.

      As Nehelon gazed out at the closest tower, his heart beat faster, fueled by the knowledge that Gandrett was nearby. He placed a hand on his chest, inhaling the dryness of the desert wind blowing north, the scent of moss and leaves at his back where the forest ended, the early morning haze rising from the lake at the tower’s foot.

      With a slow breath, he sent his magic out to Ithrylan, winding it along every branch and every root in its path, learning what feet had marched these lands in the past few days, tasting the blood spilled on the earth, listening to the sounds of slumber and nightmares.

      He could sense them ahead—dragons. Many of them, their ice-cold forms scattered around the crumbling tower like a herd of sheep.

      They’d need to be careful if they wanted to enter the tower undetected. It was possible, but even in the last Dragon War, when he’d worked with Gordan and Valyn to trap and kill some of the winged creatures, they had been spotted more often than not. And those had been single dragons.

      There, at the base of Gandrett’s prison, a flock of fanged, clawed, fire-spitting creatures was guarding the Dragon King’s sleep, and the first challenge would be to make it past them.

      If Cal was right, at least most of the dragons weren’t there of their own free will. Raynar was threatening their loved ones’ lives.

      That, again, might make it even more dangerous, especially if any of them was as willing to fight to the death as he was when it came to the one he loved.

      Cal had tried to reach out to the dragons when he shifted into his own winged form, but the channels had been blurry, almost as if Raynar was restricting all communication. So they had little insight into what was going on inside the tower they seemed to be guarding.

      “Anything useful?” Gordan asked a moment after Nehelon sensed his presence through his magic.

      Nehelon shook his head.

      “There are no signs of human presence,” Gordan reported. No footsteps along the edge of Calma.

      With a shaky breath, Nehelon silenced the fear over what could have happened to his brother on this brief scouting trip. To make it far enough to note the absence of tracks meant getting close to the dragons as well.

      Thank the gods for their deep sleep, for Nehelon truly wasn’t ready to spend his strength on a herd of tortured, winged souls when he needed every last ounce of it to face Raynar Leyon.

      “I don’t feel anything in the tower as well,” he informed Gordan, carefully spooling his magic back in. “We’ll need to go in blind.”

      That was the worst case they’d discussed on their journey. If there weren’t any signs of the Dragon King’s or Gandrett’s whereabouts, they’d need to systematically search the tower until they found her—and by Hel, he hoped Raynar didn’t have her tied to a table or locked in a moldy dungeon. The hair rose on the back of his neck at the thought of Raynar’s laughing face as he leered down at a defenseless Gandrett.

      Cursing the sun for needing to come up at all, he lifted his gaze to the fading stars, to the pale strip of light along the horizon making the towers appear like the fingers of vengeful gods reaching into the skies.

      “We need to return to the trees before the light takes our cover,” Gordan unnecessarily reminded him.

      Closing his eyes, he poured the ocean of his love into that jagged connection to Gandrett before he turned on his heels and silently prowled back toward the camp after Gordan.

      

      Gandrett slept fitfully, the moon above the tower mocking her with too bright light, the stars with their absence, and the silence in her mind as Raynar slept a short reprieve that allowed her fears to fully take form in a way she never could in the Dragon King’s presence. Her body moved with Raynar’s dreams—not that she had any insights into what those were. But however much she tried to grasp control over her limbs, even during his rest, the Dragon King had full control over her.

      He’d held an audience with the exiled Fae Queen before he’d forced her body into his bed and her eyes shut, and every last word from Liri’s lips had been like poisonous honey when she’d informed him about the developments in the individual kingdoms.

      “The King and Queen of Phornes are dead, Your Majesty,” she’d told him with the sweetest smile on her face and a brand of pride that could only be described as the desperate search for acknowledgment from a man who only had eyes for another. Only, this other wasn’t a woman. It was Neredyn. It was power. It was the reflection of Raynar’s malicious gaze in the mirror, the silence before he struck with his unexpected tortures. It was the submission of his servants—willing or unwilling. The utter subordination, the fear, the terror. That was what Raynar Leyon loved, if he was even capable of a feeling such as love.

      Instead of praising the success of Liri’s mission, he’d merely given her a new assignment. “Kill the princess, Liri. Make it a public spectacle. And when you’re done, kill the Blossom of Khila.”

      Whatever that was, Gandrett had no idea, but the Dragon King’s sensuous laugh at her confusion was still lingering in her bones.

      You’ll understand in time, Gandrett, he had merely said before he’d marched off with her feet and taken them to the dragons.

      He’d commanded them to scout further west where, behind the Calma Desert, Lapidos lay as the last untouched kingdom. Gods, how she hoped Prince Taghi had been able to secure an alliance with his neighbors; how she prayed that the Lapidonian armies would be enough to support the southernmost kingdom.

      She didn’t even dare wonder where her own legions had ended up, if they’d ever made it out of the battle with Liri’s Maraoul. All it would do was make her hope. And hope was what came before despair.

      She no longer wanted to hope that Nehelon would come for her. Not when the Dragon King had made it so painfully clear that it would be her hands executing torture on her Mate. She couldn’t have his blood on her hands, led by Raynar’s will or not. She’d rather die.

      Like a slap in the face for her thoughts, a gust of air washed over her, making her eyes snap to the dawning day outside the window, and that hollow spot in her chest where she’d once known what Nehelon was feeling ignited with a blazing fire. There and gone.

      She was still panting when Raynar stirred to consciousness and his voice filled her mind. I had a dream, Gandrett.

      Gandrett didn’t deign to ask what that dream had been, but Raynar told her anyway.

      My soldiers are taking Sives, city by city, village by village, Gandrett. They are answering my call.

      An image of blood and smoke filled Gandrett’s mind as she tried to ignore the Dragon King’s words.

      Sives is on its knees. Ackwood will fall.

      She bit back the thoughts of how it was possible that he knew what was happening across the continent.

      We are connected in mind, just like you and I, Gandrett, he answered anyway. Just like the dragons can hear me, I command my soldiers by the power of my mind,

      It must be crowded in there, she retorted and regretted it a moment later when he forced her arm up from the mattress before he slammed it onto the edge of the bed.

      He clenched his teeth against her scream of pain, but in her mind, Gandrett did scream. She screamed and cursed and gasped and panted.

      The fire in her chest flickered to life.

      It’s been a while since your magic has announced its presence, he commented.

      In her mind, Gandrett sneered at him, wishing she could rub her throbbing wrist. Her Fae heritage would make sure she healed quickly, but until the bone knitted back together, she’d need to endure. She’d endured worse. It was her new mantra every time the Dragon King decided it was time to show her once more how powerless she was in her own body. And it was true. She had endured worse.

      Raynar heaved them out of bed, unbuttoning the thin nightgown on his way to the vanity with her uninjured hand. If you think Shygon and Vala were once lovers—

      Gandrett almost fell for his bait, asking what?

      But Raynar was already continuing his train of thought. The two of us could have been allies, Gandrett. Had you not chosen the King of Fae as your Mate.

      Gandrett stared at her naked body with revulsion while Raynar did with excitement as he slid the nightgown over her shoulders and let it slip to the floor. There is no world where Vala would ever forgive the god of dragons for what he did.

      Killing her beloved creations, her humans, allying with Demea against the guards she’d created for her children. Forcing her from Neredyn—

      So you do remember, Raynar interrupted her memories. Not her memories, but his trickling into her mind like sticky syrup.

      The image of a beautiful male filled her head, his face like silver and gold and shadows, his eyes like quartz beneath elegant brows, and lips like rose petals. Elegant with dangerous power swirling beneath his skin.

      My father was a handsome man, Gandrett. You would have appreciated him. He smirked at her, making her lips tilt up at the side as he forced her injured hand down her chest. As you would have appreciated his son.

      You—Gandrett panted, gusts of air pushing past Raynar’s control.

      He dropped her hand to reach for a black robe, uncaring of the pain in her wrist at the assault of the weight.

      I found my Mate long ago. Gandrett, you can take a breath. He halted, grinning triumphantly. Wait … you can’t.

      And with the steel force of his will, he stopped the flow of air to Gandrett’s chest, forced her muscles to remain still when her chest ached for breath. It hurt. Gods, this was like drowning all over again. Or worse. At least, in the water, the icy cold had distracted from the pain in her lungs until the water had rushed in. But this—

      Dark spots danced in her vision before her knees gave way and her body hit the floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      A line of ants was snaking its path around Nehelon’s boots as he waited for the sun to descend. It had shown its angry face too early in the morning, and not a cloud had bothered it since, not a merciful wisp of white covering it and gifting him with a shadow or two to creep closer to the towers and make out more details for their approach.

      At least, he was certain that Gandrett was in the tower closer to the mountains, the one with the lake. Otherwise, he’d have needed to plan a day to cross the distance to the other one in secret.

      Beside him, Cal shifted on his feet, his nature not so different from the tiny creatures passing their toes.

      “What’s the plan?” the boy asked, voice trailing up and down an octave as obvious fear laced his question.

      Gordan held out a waterskin, offering as much comfort as was possible under the circumstances.

      With a growl, Nehelon turned to the dragon. “The plan is for Gordan and me to know. You’ll be staying here until we return with my Mate—or Gordan returns alone.”

      He didn’t look at Gordan as he informed his brother of the possibility that he’d leave his life in the tower and, if so, that he needed his brother to get out before Raynar could do the same to him.

      Cal’s muddy eyes narrowed with suspicion. “I have family in the tower, too.”

      Nehelon dipped his chin. Of course, he hadn’t forgotten. He had merely decided that with Gandrett as leverage, everything else had to wait. Neredyn had to wait. And so did Cal.

      “I brought you here,” the boy reasoned. “I deserve to be there when you march into that tower.”

      Folding his arms over his chest, Nehelon steeled himself. “First, you didn’t bring us here. I’ve known my way across Neredyn for centuries before your mother cursed the day she ever let your father between her legs. You merely pointed us in the right direction. Second”—he ignored the flicker of hurt in Cal’s eyes—“if you come with us now and challenge the Dragon King for your family, he might as well kill them on the spot rather than negotiate or give you the chance to fight for their freedom. And as long as he has Gandrett, he has leverage over me. So don’t count on me to help you.”

      Not when his every breath was for her freedom.

      As he turned around and settled on a gnarly root, Gordan was already soothing the boy.

      “He doesn’t mean it like that, Cal. He is in pain. People say despicable things when they are in pain.”

      “I meant it like that, and I cannot lie.” Nehelon ignored the pang of guilt in his stomach at the truth of his words. More truth than he’d been ready for. He’d sacrifice anything and anyone for her. Including himself.

      A flick of his eyes to his brother brought a tear to them. Let’s hope it won’t come to a choice between the two of them, he told himself, for he couldn’t lose his brother either, and he was scared of how he’d choose.

      He fetched a piece of bread from his satchel and chewed on it, watching Rayna and Lim who were nibbling at each other’s manes. Social animals, those two. His heart ached at the thought of the mare he’d needed to leave behind in the Ulfrayan forests. At least, Alvi’s sacrifice hadn’t been in vain. Her death had made him drag himself all the way through the ghostly silent Lei’Vreah where Gandrett’s heart had opened for him and she’d cried tears of despair over his dying form.

      A shudder raked through him at the thought of that moment when he’d woken in his room to the sound of her breath beside him, the feel of her hand on his skin.

      The gods had a cruel sense of mercy. Especially Nyssa when she took away what he loved most in this world just when he’d found her.

      A caw in the branches above him tore him from his pointless musing.

      “Riho,” he whispered to the bird, his chest loosing marginally at the sight of his loyal friend. “I told you to return the moment you knew where she is.”

      Riho cawed and cocked his head, beetle black eyes blinking at him with conviction as he fluttered down onto Nehelon’s shoulder.

      “You did what?” he prompted when Riho whispered into his ear.

      If Riho had truly flown to see Palvin and the Lord of Autumn and told them they’d been headed east, then—his chest tightened all over again—then an army might be on its way to come to his aid.

      “I can’t wait for them to arrive,” he retorted when Riho suggested that patience might give them an advantage. “I’ve been patient enough. And if I allow Gandrett to endure Raynar’s torture for one more day, Hel may as well sweep me into the darkest corner of his realm. What sort of Mate would I be if I let her suffer?”

      He growled when Riho cawed that he’d be a horrible one, but the smile on his lips was genuine, if tight.

      It didn’t matter if the army was on its way or how many came. Raynar would use Gandrett against him, would threaten her life to make him compliant, and once he had what he wanted, he’d discard her just to punish him for killing Lamore—the white dragon. Or for beheading him. Or both.

      He scratched Riho’s head with the tip of his index finger, absently gazing past Cal and Gordan.

      “While you’re already here, why don’t you make a little trip to the tower, scout for signs of her so I know where to go once I let myself in?”

      Gordan gave him a warning glance over his shoulder. Of course, his brother had noticed the quiet exchange and was now giving his opinion on taking such a risk.

      “We’ll march up to the tower anyway. If Riho makes it there and back before we leave, we have a better chance of getting to whatever dungeon he’s hidden her in faster.” There was no apology in his words. Only facts. The pain that would come if anything would happen to either of them on their mission he’d deal with later. But for now, all he could think of was the finally darkening sky, the fading hues of orange and purple, and the sudden commotion occurring around the tower as some of the dragons took off, wings beating like war drums, and flew south.

      Riho nudged Nehelon’s jaw with his head before he stalked down his arm and hopped onto a low-hanging branch.

      “As soon as darkness falls,” Gordan amended to the bird.

      Riho inclined his head, cawing before he tucked his head under his wing for a few minutes of rest before they’d challenge Gandrett’s fate. In the meantime, Gordan and Cal were whispering things Nehelon didn’t care to hear, his mind already far ahead of the sun’s course. He watched streaks of blue join the play of color in the sky, then the hues of gray, and eventually, the pale light of the moon as it illuminated his nightmares.

      “It’s time.” With a glance at Riho, he confirmed the bird had taken the order and was rising into the darkness.

      Nehelon’s gaze followed him far toward the tower until the crow was a mere speck of black against the age-worn structure of its summit.

      Gordan joined him as he stepped forward, heart hammering in his chest with trepidation. So did Cal.

      “I’ll be waiting with the horses,” the dragon boy said, and Nehelon released a breath of relief that he’d at least not force the child to remain behind.

      “We’ll return with the Queen of Fae, Cal. Be ready.” Gordan’s words were like music to Nehelon’s ears, even when he knew chances were neither of them would walk out of there once they faced the Dragon King.

      If they could break Gandrett out of her prison and slit Raynar’s throat, they’d stand a chance at ending this war before Neredyn would be drenched in blood. But that was a hope he didn’t allow himself to foster.

      His hands wandered over the blades secured to his belt and strapped to his thighs while simultaneously calling for the magic in his veins. Facing the Dragon King, he’d need both his weapons—and his wits, or they’d never stand a chance. Defeating Raynar seven hundred years ago was a planned endeavor where he hadn’t had any leverage to stay Nehelon’s hand. And he’d had Valyn at his side.

      A bitter taste collected on his tongue at the thought of his blooded brother. However successful they’d been back then in taking the tyrant king’s head, fighting alongside his chosen brother the way he would today was the much preferable option. And that wasn’t only for Gordan’s loyalty to him, the love between them, but for the male’s loyalty to Gandrett. Nehelon knew that if Gordan’s life was the price needed to pay to get her back, his brother would pay it with a smile on his lips.

      Nehelon’s stomach churned.

      “Soon,” Gordan told him, placing a steadying hand on Nehelon’s shoulder as he took a step toward the tower. “Riho will return soon. And then we’ll go.”

      The flutter of the crow’s wings disturbed the silence mere moments later, and Nehelon could have sunken to his knees at the news he brought. “Then we’ll find a way to her room and get her out of there,” he assured his friend.

      A shudder ran through him at the knowledge that she was within reach—not in a dungeon, but above ground. Accessible. Only a mere mile separated him from grabbing her and running.

      He didn’t look back at Cal or at Gordan when he sent his magic ahead to scout their path, but set one foot after the other, leaving all hope behind and gathering the steel of resolve as he made his way to save his Mate.

      With Gordan a calming presence beside him, Nehelon found the patience within him to not just run for the doors, but to slowly creep closer and keep their cover.

      The remaining dragons had settled down on the other side of the lake, heads on the ground and wings folded over their resting forms. There was no reason not to trust Riho’s judgment when he’d informed him that the dragons were asleep. They wouldn’t pose a danger as long as they didn’t wake. So Nehelon spooled his magic back from the tower, sending it toward the lake before them instead.

      To get to the bedroom where Riho had spotted Gandrett, they’d need to reach the upper levels of the towers, which left them with two options: break through the doors and take the stairs, or scale the outer walls until they found the right window.

      Riho hadn’t spotted guards or soldiers in the tower, and that alone gave Nehelon confidence that they’d reach her one way or the other.

      “Climbing takes too much time,” Gordan warned when Nehelon glanced at the stone structure through the night.

      “Unlocking the door might take even longer,” Nehelon put into consideration, his tone as hushed as Gordan’s. Who knew what other creatures were slumbering around the tower—and if not above ground, Liri could have stationed some of her monsters below.

      Again, he sent his magic forward, testing for tunnels, for structures or any sign that would allow him to tell if these were Maraoul-infested lands.

      Nothing. Not even the burrow of a mouse.

      “We try the door, but if it is locked, we climb.” It was a compromise that he was willing to make. The stairs would allow them to have their hands on their weapons if they were spotted, and with powerful beings such as Raynar and the dragons, time was crucial in any attack. If a first blow didn’t weaken him, they might not live long enough to say goodbye to Gandrett.

      Weaving his magic into the water, he sent enough of it to keep the surface steady. No waves lapped at the stairs leading to the base of the tower right under the door. He inched a foot onto the solid path he’d created. Gandrett would love to see this, he thought as he took a cautious, noiseless step. She’d batter him with questions until he’d tell her how to manipulate water in such a way—or she’d smile and do it without ever needing to ask because water magic was in her blood. A grim smile tugged on his lips at all the things they’d promised each other to figure out yet hadn’t. At all the things he’d been hoping to do with her in their long, long existence. And he wasn’t necessarily thinking of all the ways he’d been planning to worship his Mate in the bedroom—or in any other room of her choosing—but of that life together, the future he’d hoped they had, their rule over the magical people of Ulfray, the places he’d hoped to visit with her.

      Nehelon cut his thoughts off, pushing himself forward instead. His eyes swept between the sleeping dragons and the massive doors ahead, feet gliding along the water like on glass. Gordan followed, axe in hand and prepared, Nehelon was certain, to break the door open with an effective blow if they found it locked.

      It wasn’t.

      When Nehelon placed his palm against the wood, the door silently swung open without the least resistance. That alone should have made Nehelon suspicious. But when he stepped into the empty entrance hall, he knew that something wasn’t right. It was too quiet. No crackling of fire from the torches lighting the vast space from the walls.

      On instinct, Nehelon pulled in his magic, testing it by summoning a breeze through a glassless window. The memory of being powerless in the Palace of the Gods was still too fresh, and the consequences that had come from his reckless haste had put not only himself and his Mate in danger, but his soldiers and men who’d come to his aid. It had cost lives. He shoved down images of Alverys dying between the Maraoul they’d escaped. Now was not the time to allow past anguishes to distract him.

      The air stirred above his palm, rushing to him from all directions without effort.

      Good. At least, they wouldn’t need to fight without magic.

      A glance around the room informed him that the stone-dragon-framed staircase was the only way they could go from here. He nodded at Gordan, who ghosted across the cracked marble, axe at the ready before his chest.

      Nehelon followed, unsheathing his sword while, with his other hand, he let his magic creep ahead.

      There wasn’t much nature in this tower that would speak to him—only stone and dust. He tried to push his magic into the structure of the building, to read and feel it out for its secrets, but the tower was about as responsive as the Palace of the Gods on the Lost Mountains.

      With gnashed teeth, he relied on his other senses.

      He’d made it to the foot of the stairs when her scent hit him like a branding iron, and he had to clench his teeth against a whimper at the familiar aroma of cherry blossoms and orange oil and something more… His scent on her. That of their bond.

      The violent beating of his heart threatened to become painful and too loud to disguise his presence from a creature like Raynar.

      But maybe they were lucky. Maybe the Dragon King had disappeared to torture someone else for a while and they’d be in and out and snatch Gandrett away before anyone could detect them.

      He turned his gaze on the balcony framing the room one floor up and the various doors leading away from it. Gandrett was behind one of them. It was a matter of minutes before they’d find her and then—

      I’m coming for you, Gandrett. I’m getting you out of here.

      The door banged open so suddenly, not even Nehelon could have seen it coming. He had merely closed his eyes for a second to savor his Mate’s scent when the sound ripped through the room, through his mind, through his heart, for from the room right at the top of the stairs, dressed in a thin, floor-length nightgown, Gandrett was looking at him like at a gods-sent gift.

      “Gandrett—” His voice broke on her name, and before he could think any better, he was racing up the stairs, and crashed into her, widespread-arms wrapping her in an embrace made for the centuries ahead. “You’re here.” He kissed the top of her head. Her hair. Slid his hand up her back and neck to cup her cheek in one hand as he pulled away just enough to see her face. “You’re alive. You—”

      Gandrett blinked. It was all she did, and the shadowed green of her eyes almost brought tears to his.

      There would be time to hold her later. As for now, the only thing that mattered was grasping the opportunity and making a run with her.

      Nehelon pressed a kiss to her forehead and grabbed her hand.

      “Let’s get out of here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      What a desperate male your Mate has become, Gandrett, Raynar whispered in her mind, every word laced with dark pleasure. What a reckless fool he has become, too.

      Throwing every ounce of her focus into speaking, Gandrett ignored him. It didn’t matter what Raynar thought of her Mate as long as he never laid a hand on him.

      Too bad—he’s laying a hand on me right now. And I must say, it’s quite a feeling.

      No. This couldn’t be happening. This couldn’t actually be happening. Run, Nehelon, she screamed in her mind. Run as fast as you can. Run, and never look back.

      The sensual sound of Raynar’s laugh sent a shiver of the worst sort through Gandrett’s body, and Raynar allowed it, the darkness in his tone telling her exactly how much he enjoyed that reaction.

      She didn’t care. All that mattered was getting Nehelon out of there. And Gordan—

      By the gods, he’d brought Gordan into that mess as well.

      Her Mate’s scent enveloped her like a dizzying cloud, and she could have happily died then and there had she known it would save him. But he slid his hand to her cheek, fingers so unspeakably gentle and so desperately urgent as they graced her skin.

      We could experience the sweetest sort of escape if we never let him know you are not who he thinks you are, Gandrett.

      She didn’t even want to know what sort of escape Raynar was hinting at. I am exactly who he thinks I am—it’s only your filthy mind making me something else. She pushed against Raynar’s hold. I’m here, Nehelon. I’m here.

      Her eyelids fluttered once, the movement slipping past Raynar’s attention, and she threw herself into her efforts with everything she had.

      “Let’s get out of here.” Nehelon’s voice was a promise of everything she’d never known she wanted. His fingers wrapped around hers, firm, sure, and she wanted nothing more than to go with him. But in her mind, she was screaming for him to let go and flee while he could.

      Nehelon’s hand tugged on hers, and her feet scrambled into motion.

      No. She forced her strength into her legs, willing them to halt.

      They didn’t.

      Step after step, she tumbled after her Mate, his reassuring mumbles almost as bad as the hopeful expression on Gordan’s face when they made it halfway down the stairs.

      No!

      Raynar’s presence inquired with a scrape of terror against her mind. What are you saying no to, Gandrett? I thought you wanted to be with your Mate?

      The mocking in his tone was impossible to miss.

      Not like this.

      Very well then. So fast, Gandrett didn’t have a moment to prepare for what was happening, Raynar locked her knees with the effect of her missing a step and tumbling down the marble.

      Nehelon caught her. Of course, he did. And the way his arms swept her up would have brought her to her knees had it not been for Raynar’s smirking.

      He’d carry her out of there. Nehelon would carry her over the threshold like a bride and out of the tower to whatever hiding place he’d found, and Raynar would gain access to whoever he’d left behind. One soldier or an entire army. However many there were, it couldn’t happen.

      I must admit, the King of Ulfray’s arms are a quite comfortable place, Raynar narrated as they made it to the bottom of the stairs.

      “Not far,” Nehelon breathed as he darted past Gordan, who took the rear to make sure no one was following them. Of course, he did. Gordan had always had Nehelon’s back.

      They made it to the threshold, Gandrett screaming all the while, her pleas for her Mate unheard, but all too audible in her mind for the Dragon King, who seemed more than amused by his hope.

      Nehelon set her feet down to reach for the door.

      That’s far enough, he said to Gandrett, his voice slithering like a snake.

      Before Gandrett could think of anything to say, her hands, forced by the Dragon King’s power, reached for her Mate’s sword. Not even Gordan was fast enough to stop her when she tore it from its sheath and drove it into her Mate’s thigh. Nehelon’s arm let go of her in reflex as he steadied himself against the half-open door.

      No—

      Had she been able to shake, she would have shivered like an earthquake. She would have summoned the water from the lake the way she’d tried so many times, but Raynar’s will submitted her body into rigidness.

      “What in Hel’s name are you doing, Gandrett?” Gordan was at his brother’s side in an instant, axe raised in warning for her to remain where she was.

      It wasn’t like she could go anywhere without the Dragon King’s permission.

      This wasn’t me, she cried in her mind. He’s claimed my body. He guided my hands. I would never hurt you, Nehelon. I would never—

      “Shit—” Nehelon hobbled a step away, hurt on his features that had nothing to do with the thin slice through his leather pants.

      Thank the gods, only a small injury. He’d recover within hours or faster if he hadn’t exhausted himself on his journey to this gods-forsaken place.

      “Put down the sword, Gandrett,” Gordan requested, obviously realizing that there was something wrong.

      Leave! Gandrett screamed in her mind. The door is open. Run for your life.

      Neither Nehelon nor Gordan made a move to leave. Instead, Gordan stepped between her and her Mate in a protective stance. Behind him, Nehelon groaned as he hobbled closer.

      “Gandrett?” His tone was like a cooling wind over the desert, doubt and something more carrying in that single word.

      I’m here, Nehelon. I love you. Save yourself.

      So dramatic, Raynar commented. He cocked her head, turning her gaze away from Nehelon, the diamond depths of which had been about to destroy her so thoroughly with their pleas, their pain.

      “Amusing as I’d find it to play with you a bit longer, Nehelon Idresea,” Raynar chirped with Gandrett’s voice, and ice slid through her veins as she noted recognition in Gordan’s eyes, “I’d rather have you know that I have your Mate, and there is nothing you can do about it.”

      Now, he turned her gaze back to Nehelon’s, and had she thought it was bad before, the desperation shattering their crystal blue was enough to make her want to crumble into a sobbing bundle.

      “That’s impossible,” Gordan whispered, taking a step back, free hand ushering Nehelon along with him.

      Her Mate seemed to have frozen at the understanding of who he was facing.

      “Yes,” her voice sounded like a song of triumph. “It is I who took your Mate from you. And her body is so much more exciting than that of the Heir of Sives.”

      Nehelon’s jaws clenched as he seemed to be debating what he could do to get her out of there—and locked into tense stillness as he seemed to understand the meaning of Raynar’s words.

      “Believe me, I didn’t have a much different expression on my face when Joshua Brenheran-Denderlain decided to run himself through with a blade. However, his early passing allowed for me to inhabit the body of my blood relation. So if you don’t mind, lower your weapon”—he jerked Gandrett’s chin at Gordan—“unless you want to cut into the flesh of your king’s Mate.” He turned her around, beginning to walk back toward the stairs, but halted to flick his hand at the torches on the wall, turning their fire from orange to turquoise in a heartbeat. “And just so you know. This is the last time I’m using your title, King Nehelon of Ulfray. For when I’m done with you, you will no longer be king.” Raynar laughed in Gandrett’s mind as he turned to savor the horrified expression on Nehelon’s face. “When I’m done with you, you won’t be anything at all.”

      He whirled them around, whipping his magic through the air with half a thought as he tied it around Nehelon’s neck. “Goodbye, stableboy,” he said to Gordan, and had Gandrett not known Liri and Raynar were close, she surely knew now that he repeated her words. Stableboy.

      That’s what he is, isn’t he? Raynar asked into her mind. Worth nothing more than a shovel of horseshit.

      And the greatest Fae warrior of all time. Gandrett’s words were sharp like daggers as she sent them right back at the Dragon King, who chuckled and twirled his other hand elegantly.

      Gordan’s hissed breath and the sound of the door shutting with a rattling noise was all Gandrett heard, and had she not known Nehelon was who Raynar wanted, she’d have been convinced her friend was dead by now. But something told her that the Dragon King couldn’t be bothered with Gordan’s presence when he ripped Nehelon apart and that he’d shoved him out so they’d be undisturbed.

      This was more than revenge. It was so much more.

      

      Nehelon’s heart stuttered as Raynar’s magic wrapped around his throat, dragging him along like cattle for the slaughter and all wearing the startlingly healthy body of his Mate.

      He groaned as his feet stumbled up the stairs, fingers clawing at the invisible rope constricting his throat.

      “Gandrett,” he ground out through clenched teeth.

      She didn’t stop. He didn’t stop. The Dragon King had found a new body after Joshua’s sacrifice, by Vala, and he had chosen Gandrett.

      Everything inside him turned into the biting poison of iron at the thought of what she must have been enduring. Not torture of the body, not in the way he’d expected, but so much worse.

      “You don’t need to do this, Gandrett.”

      Her nightgown flared out behind her on a phantom wind as she glided ahead of him, not one step faltering the way she had when he’d led her down the stairs.

      Gods—

      He’d believed she was merely shocked to see him, too traumatized to speak or react other than allowing him to hold her. He should have noticed right away—the way her beautiful face hadn’t betrayed any emotion, the way she hadn’t embraced him, hadn’t run for him the moment she spotted him there in the entrance hall. But he’d been too blinded by the bliss of having found her unharmed.

      His Gandrett would have never frozen like that. A decade under Pete Nemey at the Order had made sure of that—how would he ever forgive himself for putting her there to begin with? She’d never locked up like that when danger had hit. Instead, she’d summoned her analytical mind, had read her opponent, and had struck. The fact he’d found her standing in a nightgown—a nightgown—in the enemy’s lair and not on the run should have made all his alarm bells go off.

      Yet, he’d only seen what he’d wanted to see, had only felt what he’d wanted to feel, when he’d been so desperately trying to find her for so long. And now—

      “Follow me, Nehelon Idresea. I have a special place prepared for you.” Gandrett’s sweet tone was a blow to his face—worse. It wrapped around his heart like a soothing balm while the meaning of her words—of Raynar’s words—ripped that heart right out. “I know how much you enjoy playing with your Mate.” Gandrett led the way into a large hall with a stone throne at the end.

      No. Not Gandrett. Raynar. This was Raynar Leyon. And he had stolen Gandrett’s body like a costume.

      The uneven stone floor swished past his feet as Raynar dragged him on toward the throne where he halted and turned, a step from the seat on the elevated dais. The expression of delight on Gandrett’s face almost brought him to his knees. It was everything he’d hoped to ever see on her features again. But it was wrong—so wrong, the way her eyes remained cold as ice.

      With a flash of his teeth, Raynar sat and smoothed the nightgown down the front of Gandrett’s body.

      Nehelon couldn’t hold back a growl of warning when Raynar’s fingers slid over Gandrett’s breasts—and earned a triumphant look that was even colder.

      The near-sheer fabric of her nightgown revealed too much of her shape to leave to Nehelon’s imagination what it felt like to touch her. Under different circumstances, he’d have found it exciting to witness her fingers caressing her own flesh, but this was horrifying to watch. Worse even than if Raynar had used his own hands to touch her.

      He didn’t even want to know what Gandrett had endured over those weeks—weeks—in Raynar’s power. He’d die for this. Slowly and painfully. A roar tore from his lips as he dug his fingers into Raynar’s power and loosed the rope of magic enough to take a mind-clearing breath.

      “What a beautiful Mate you’ve chosen, Nehelon,” he cooed as he crossed Gandrett’s legs and leaned back on his throne.

      Nehelon tuned out the words, their meaning, as he remembered that he wasn’t powerless. His magic flared to life, and a gust of wind ripped through the throne room of Ithrylan, whipping Gandrett’s hair across her face, tugging at her nightgown, pushing against her enough to break the Dragon King’s focus.

      The rope tightened, threatening to take his breath all over again and weaken him. However much he knew that he’d need to knock Gandrett’s body out to have a chance to fully break free from the Dragon King’s hold, he hesitated before carving stones from the columns supporting the ceiling. The thought alone of hurting her—

      “You’re weak, Nehelon Idresea, and it will be the death of you.” Gandrett’s voice was like a song, yet his stomach turned at the thought of how much she had to be suffering in there, locked up at the back of her mind, if she was there at all.

      He swallowed all doubt that Raynar hadn’t wiped her completely and glanced at the heap of rocks that had crumbled from the wall at the back of the room. Those would work. The first one lifted on a gust of air, aiming for Gandrett’s head, when her eyes widened, face crumbling a second later, and Gandrett’s sob tore the air as Raynar ripped her head sideways into the backrest of the throne. The cracking of her skull ran through Nehelon like a bolt of lightning, and his magic stilled, the rock dropping at Gandrett’s feet, a useless weapon.

      Gandrett groaned in pain, teeth bared as she braced one hand on the armrest while the other probed the sensitive spot where blood trickled from her temple.

      “Gandrett—” Nehelon was leaping toward her the moment the rope around his neck dropped, and for a moment, their eyes locked, Gandrett’s moss-green almost blue in the turquoise fire-light.

      “Nehel—” Her hand tore from her temple, and Raynar smashed it into the armrest like a wooden stick he intended to break.

      The snapping of her bones forced Nehelon to a halt as he realized the flicker he’d glimpsed of her hadn’t been her breaking free. It had been Raynar allowing her a moment of herself to show him that she truly was in there, suffering and helpless about it. And that if he intended to attack, he’d break his Mate apart, piece by piece.

      “Well, Nehelon,” Gandrett’s voice spoke with Raynar’s glacial tone. “You haven’t honestly thought there was any way you could just grab her and make a run for it, did you?”

      Shame overcame Nehelon when he realized that, of all the things he had considered, making a run for it wasn’t the one he should have had on his list—but this. This insane violation of everything Gandrett was and the way he knew that there was no saving his Mate from her Fate, just like there hadn’t been any saving for Joshua.

      “For every attempt to attack me, I’ll find a way to hurt her, Nehelon,” Raynar chirped in that voice that was Gandrett’s, yet no longer was—and Nehelon would have lied had he said that it didn’t take any kernel of hope out of him.

      Raynar held Gandrett’s awkwardly angled arm up in emphasis then wrapped his good hand around it.

      With a bone-scorching crack, he shoved the bones back into place.

      Behind the ice of his gaze, Gandrett’s agony flickered like a flame about to be quenched, but it was there, and that made it both easier and harder for him to endure the thought of her being trapped in her own body. Raynar hadn’t smothered her like he might have done with Joshua, or Gandrett was too strong to just be packed away until eternity ended—how Nehelon hoped it was because of her strength. But the Dragon King had a reason he allowed that pain to show, for that alone—Gandrett alone—was what would force the King of Ulfray into submission.

      “Now, while you’re already down there”—Raynar gestured at the foot of the dais, using the hand that still had to be healing, a smirk on Gandrett’s lips—“why don’t you kneel.”

      Everything in Nehelon revolted as he entertained the thought of bending a knee before the tyrant who’d shoved all of Neredyn into despair before and was ready to do it again—but the alternative? Seeing Gandrett suffer all over again?

      With grinding teeth, he lowered himself to the ground until both knees rested on the stone. But he didn’t bow. He might have been on his knees, but he’d never bow to the insane male before him. Gandrett’s beautiful body wouldn’t change that.

      Raynar got to his feet, smirk still in place. “Good boy.” He strolled down the stairs, placing Gandrett’s hand on his head to pat his hair like a dog.

      Nehelon’s muscles tensed for a fight, his magic coiling to protect him while everything inside him at the same time craved that touch. Gandrett’s fingers on any part of his body were a blessing he, not so long ago, would have never believed was something he’d ever experience.

      Revulsion won over that silent demand inside of him that urged him to ignore everything and anything but the fact that Gandrett’s body was still intact, and that meant she still had a chance to defeat him. For she was the only one who could. Nothing Nehelon could do would lead to her freedom. It would only lead to her death. And that, Nehelon Alleyan Idresea wasn’t ready to consider.
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      Raynar led her feet around Nehelon’s kneeling form, ignoring the screams Gandrett attempted to force past her teeth.

      He’s not a pet, she yelled at Raynar, both grateful that he had turned his gaze on her Mate and hating what she saw, what he made her witness. The humiliation of a king who’d given everything to save his people, who’d defied all odds in finding happiness, who’d made her happy.

      Interesting that you should say that, Gandrett, Raynar remarked in her mind. Isn’t he but an animal compared to what we are? The direct descendants of the gods?

      I’m nothing like you.

      Raynar laughed at her retort, at the defiance ringing in every syllable, stronger now that she couldn’t get her body to express how much she despised him.

      Your Mate is a bastard of the gods at best, while you and I… He paused, stopping her feet as he bent her down to pull a hunting knife from Nehelon’s belt.

      The male tensed more, if that was even possible, head snapping to the side as he felt the blade removed. But he did nothing to stop it.

      Fight, Nehelon. Her thoughts were a mere plea, screams no longer sufficing, rage ebbing, replaced by raw despair.

      And I am the son of Shygon. I carry his blood, his power, his inheritance. That includes destroying everything Vala ever held dear.

      Humans. That was what Vala held dear. Her beloved creation.

      Not only humans, Gandrett. Those are of all of the gods. But Vala loves those most of all. And you have been human, Gandrett. You’ve lived through the weakness of humankind. Through the unworthiness of my kind. He lifted the hunting knife to Nehelon’s throat. You are of Vala’s blood, Gandrett, more so than you realize. And by destroying your Mate, I’ll destroy you. Revenge on the Ulfrayan prince is only a sweet side effect.

      By everything that was good and true in the world, he couldn’t do that. She couldn’t.

      Raynar raised the knife above Nehelon’s neck while the male stared back into her eyes with all the love and hate the realms of Neredyn had ever seen.

      No. Gandrett put down a mental foot, bracing for Nehelon’s power as she reached into her chest for her own.

      Not a whisper of magic responded, all of it bound by Raynar’s presence.

      You cannot do this, she pleaded as he aimed for Nehelon’s neck.

      I don’t need to do it. You’re right, Gandrett. Raynar chuckled as he placed the tip of the blade at the base of Nehelon’s head. One clean shove and he’d be dead. He wouldn’t even feel much beyond that initial pain until the spine was severed. Gandrett’s stomach roiled, bile creeping into her mouth.

      I don’t, because you will.

      Everything inside her went cold as Raynar’s presence recoiled from the length of the arm at the end of which Nehelon’s knife rested like a verdict.

      You will cut a line from his neck all the way down his back, Gandrett. If you fail to comply, I will push that dagger into his flesh, and it will be the last you’ve seen of the weak male you call Mate.

      Gandrett heaved, but nothing left her body, Raynar’s control so thorough on the rest of her that she couldn’t even empty the dread from her stomach.

      I’m waiting, Raynar pushed as she pondered dropping the knife to spare Nehelon the pain.

      He reached for the collar of Nehelon’s shirt and ripped it open with a powerful tug, including the leather layered over it, exposing the subtle tan of his muscled back.

      Nehelon steadied himself, gaze still on her. In his eyes, resolve had replaced the struggle of emotions, and a thin smile spread on his lips. “Whether you can hear me, Gandrett, or not … I forgive you. For whatever he makes you do, I forgive you.”

      A tear left Gandrett’s eye at the sight of her Mate ready to go to the ends of the realm for her, to suffer for her, to die for her.

      With a cry on her lips, Gandrett made use of her free arm and, without wasting a thought on what she was about to do, plunged the blade in her hand into her own heart.

      

      A scream traveled from Nehelon’s throat as he opened his eyes to the sound of Gandrett’s gasp, and he watched her body spasm around his blade. She stumbled a few steps away from him.

      Whether it was the Dragon King moving her, or her own stubborn will, he couldn’t tell.

      He shot to his feet, uncertain whether it would help if he came to her aid or if it would do more harm. Her fingers were still clutching the blade as if struggling to twist it or pull it out—it was impossible to tell. But the defiance in her eyes was clear as her gaze locked with his.

      This had been her choice, her doing. While he’d been ready to die for her, she’d chosen his life over hers. She’d sacrificed herself yet again.

      Fury like a wildfire spread through Nehelon’s body as he took a step closer.

      Gandrett staggered farther away, feet fumbling up the stairs to the throne. One step. Another. Until the back of her legs hit the stone of the seat of power and her knees buckled.

      “What have you done?” The Dragon King exclaimed, making her look as if she’d gone insane as rage and fear twined in her icy words.

      But the laugh that escaped her lips had nothing to do with the tone of the Dragon King. It was Gandrett’s genuine amusement as, after everything, she had broken free and stabbed him—

      Stabbed herself.

      Nehelon shot forward, magic flickering in his palm, eager to heal. He reached for her, for the knife protruding from between her ribs.

      “Don’t—” She cringed farther into the throne, the gesture making Nehelon’s heart throb.

      A warm smile replaced her vengeful laugh as her eyes locked on his, clear and green like the moss in the Ulfrayan forests.

      Nehelon lowered his hand.

      “It’s the only way.” Nehelon didn’t care that it sounded like an apology when she spoke. He hated it. All of it. And most of all himself, for not being able to save her, for knowing that standing by would be the only way to end this.

      Maybe, if Raynar moved on, he’d feel his power leave and go after him. Then Gandrett’s death wouldn’t be in vain.

      “Don’t cry for me, Nehelon. I’ve always known you’d outlive me.”

      Nehelon noticed only now the tears streaming down his cheeks.

      “I don’t need to cry if you stay with me.” His chest made an angry twist as he forced himself to breathe, to push back the selfishness of wanting to keep her, to force her to not leave him behind.

      Gandrett only shook her head, too weak to defy him even with words. One shallow breath chased the other toward the end of his Mate’s life, and as he looked at her, he couldn’t help but fall into an abyss of despair.

      “I will be with you, whether you see me or not”—she gripped the knife tighter as she continued to smile at him as if he was the most beautiful illusion—“right in your heart.”

      Nehelon placed one hand over hers as he knelt before the throne, the restraint to not heal her dying body costing him everything he had left. “As I will be with you, my queen, my love, my Mate.” Even when he wasn’t ready to let go—not yet. Not ever. Even if there was no other way.

      The pain of eons racked through him as, beneath his palm, Gandrett twisted her shivering hand—and the blade with it.

      “Promise me you’ll keep fighting.” Her demand was weak, shaken by the effects of her struggle for death—against Raynar. And by the gods, she couldn’t ask that of him. She could ask him to end his own life right after hers, but not to keep going when his Mate was gone. “Promise me,” she repeated, a cough cutting off her words.

      Nehelon dipped his chin, unable to think of any way of defying her now. Not when she’d given everything. A Fae promise that would make him follow through. He would deal with that later.

      “I love you.” Her words were torn by gasps of pain, but they meant everything as Nehelon prepared himself for her final breath.

      Blood soaked her nightgown, pasting it to her front, spilling through both their fingers until Nehelon knew that he would never again lose that feeling.

      It gushed from her wound, trickled from the corner of her mouth. So much blood. And it would take Nehelon so little to heal her. She could heal herself if she pulled out that cursed blade. But that would bring Raynar back. He’d lost his grasp on control over her body, and Gandrett had chosen to end this herself. To end the Dragon King herself.

      Nehelon pulled back his magic as it instinctively sought out his Mate, threatened to wind around her, and knit together the severed tissue inside her body. Anything to preserve her life, her spark. Anything.

      Anything but letting Raynar win.

      Nehelon’s scream of agony never came, voice failing him at the sight of her limp body as it slumped on the throne and her struggle was over.

      Sobs shook him, made it difficult to wrap his arms around her form and pull her toward him, careful not to heal her, to repeat her sacrifice when it meant his own heart would be bleeding for the rest of all eternity. But somehow, he managed to push himself up and lift her into his lap as he sat on the throne that had once defined times of peace.

      Now it only defined pain. And the end of his Mate’s life.

      There, the King of Ulfray sat, rocking Gandrett’s body back and forth as her blood continued to flow, his powers forgotten, his purpose forgotten.

      

      The light touch of a warm hand stirred Addie Blackwood from her sleep.

      She shot to her feet so fast she almost missed the Fae warrior who was standing by her shoulder, arms lifted in a defensive gesture.

      “Are you Addie?”

      She’d never seen the male in her life. She’d never seen any full Fae other than the chancellor of Ackwood who was Ulfrayan royalty. And his mother, of course. The exiled Queen of Fae.

      With a glance down at his belt, she assessed the danger he posed. The vicious axe and a broad sword were both instruments of slaughter, but the expression on the male’s face was one of urgent pleas as he stared up at her with eyes dark as the night sky.

      I am, she said in her mind and bobbed her head, flexing her wing until it shielded the male from view of the looming tower behind her.

      She’d chosen to sleep outside that night, keeping to her own species rather than taking up her position in the entrance hall where she’d sought solitude before Raynar had possessed Gandrett’s body and brought it here.

      “I know you don’t know me, and you have no reason to trust me,” the male whispered, lowering his hands to his sides. “But I need your help, Addie.”

      His gaze darted from her face to the tower behind her wing and back to her face as if he could barely stand being here for a moment longer.

      How she wished she could ask him what he needed help with. If it was anything involving Raynar, there likely was no way she could help him at all.

      In her mind, she searched for the omnipresence of the Dragon King and found a mere whisper of power at the back of her mind. Asleep, she figured and returned her attention to the male.

      “My name is Gordan Sterngrove. I came here with the King of Ulfray to save his Mate, Gandrett. But she is—” He swallowed.

      She is under the Dragon King’s power, and not in the mind-controlled-soldier way, Addie finished for him even when he couldn’t hear.

      “I know you are Gandrett’s friend, and I know what danger Raynar Leyon poses to everything he touches.”

      By Vala, she knew. The countless scars on her dragon body told stories about how well she knew. She shuddered at the thought of what her human body would show from her time with Raynar.

      “We didn’t know that he was controlling her, so when we went in to get her and run, Raynar used the moment to trap Nehelon. And now”—he searched for words in the black of her scales—“I don’t know who to turn to.”

      No one, Addie wanted to say.

      But the desperation in Gordan’s eyes, the fact that after coming for Gandrett and losing his King in the process, he was still ready to go back and fight—

      A tear slid from her eye. No one had come for Joshua. No one would be coming for her after Armand’s failure at Eedwood.

      This might be the only time she found an ally who wasn’t under Raynar’s control in one way or another.

      Where is he?

      She didn’t care that Gordan couldn’t hear her. She was almost certain he could read the question from her eyes.

      “They’re in the tower. Both Gandrett and Nehelon.” He paused, clearing his throat before he turned his gaze to the wing blocking the view of the tower. “He is not only my king. He is my brother in any other way than by blood. And his Mate, your friend Gandrett, is like a sister to me.”

      Addie’s heart did a painful jolt as if it hadn’t beaten in months and was trying to achieve exactly that at the sight of the panicked warrior.

      “Please, Addie. I’m not strong enough to defeat Raynar on my own. And if I can’t get Raynar out of Gandrett’s body and save her, I need to at least get my brother back.” His words rang true in her mind, a cleansing revelation to what lengths the male was willing to go to save at least one of them.

      Memories of cracking ribs and the agony that came with it swirled through Addie as she tried to make up her mind, if the pain was worth one last try at defeating Raynar.

      Around her, the others were sleeping, heads tucked close to their bodies as they slumbered in temporary oblivion of what they were forced to do by day.

      If only she could break that gods-damned leash Raynar could wield against her as he pleased.

      If only—

      “Please.” Gordan gritted his teeth, obviously struggling with his slipping patience.

      Addie didn’t allow herself a thought other than, Lead the way.

      And as if by some magic of its own, Gordan nodded and took off toward the tower on silent feet.

      Whatever might await them inside, she didn’t dare anticipate. They’d know when they got there. And she’d give what little she had left to give for her friend, for the King of Ulfray who might lead a victorious army one day, and for the male who had shaken her heart awake after so many times of resigning herself to her fate.

      This wasn’t about her own fate, but about that of all of Neredyn.

      The door creaked in a way she’d never heard it when Gordan pushed it open. Almost as if the magic usually silently guiding it in its hinges had ebbed.

      Drawing his axe, Gordan glanced over his shoulder, one hand gesturing toward the stairs.

      Addie inclined her head. I’ll follow you.

      For each step she took, Gordan had to take ten, but they made it up to the landing in no time, her claws digging into the stone beneath them and sending trickles of gravel down to the entrance hall.

      There was no other sound. No voices or screams as proof of the presence of another creature in the building.

      But when they made it to the open throne room, the picture they found made Addie’s legs go weak under her body.

      Over a puddle of blood, on the Dragon King’s throne, a handsome Fae was cradling Gandrett’s lifeless body to his chest. And from the pool of crimson, a figure rose, stretched, and flexed until it reached the size of the male who had brought her here.

      She had never seen the face of the male forming from what had to be Gandrett’s blood, but when she locked eyes with him, she knew, without a doubt, that this was Raynar Leyon, son of Shygon and Melore, King of Dragons, and Neredyn’s doom.
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      Drew’s travel party was smaller than he’d expected. Between the green leaves of Summer they were crossing, it was almost possible to forget they were headed to find a battlefield. Warren and Palvin had taken the lead through the forest while Drew was riding at the center of the group with Surel. Together with fifty soldiers, Valyn formed the tail of the group, his pale hair blending into the silver of his armor.

      They’d left a week ago, their pace slow enough for Surel not to break; the Vala-blessed endured a lot more than he’d ever thought a human capable of. That’s how far away being human felt to him already, even when he’d only recently shifted into his Fae self.

      “We’ll reach the border by noon,” Valyn narrated as he so often did. Whether it was because he enjoyed hearing himself talking or he hoped that Surel would eventually get used to his presence, Drew couldn’t tell. However, he did nothing to shut the male up. Surel hadn’t cringed away from the former king as much recently as she used to, and that was enough to stay Drew’s temper when it came to Nehelon’s obnoxious twin.

      Beside him, Surel adjusted her short braid. “I didn’t think I’d ever go back,” she said to Drew.

      Valyn responded as if she’d addressed him instead. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to go.”

      Surel shrugged off his comment. “I thought I’d get assigned a temple in some remote village in Neredyn when I turned eighteen, and that I’d spend the rest of my days in relative freedom. But after what happened with the Meister—”

      “The Dragon King’s general, you mean,” Valyn corrected from behind them, and Drew’s fingers itched to stuff an old sock into the male’s mouth to shut him up for an hour of reprieve.

      To his surprise, Surel glanced back over her shoulder, a disapproving expression on her face. “I don’t care what you call him. To me, he was the Meister of the Order of Vala. And he was a monster either way.”

      When Drew followed her gaze, Valyn had fallen into an embarrassed silence.

      “We won’t diverge from the plan. The Order of Vala has assets—fighters and Vala-blessed who could be of use in this war. It would be absolute stupidity not to utilize them.” Surel’s tone was firm, convincing, even when Drew saw the fear in her eyes.

      When she’d brought up the idea to stop in Everrun on their way east, Drew, at first, had thought she wasn’t in her right mind. She’d barely escaped the Shaelak-cursed place of her childhood torture mere months ago. But when she had laid out her plans, even Palvin had concurred that it was a smart move to find out how many Children of Vala could be reached to meet them at Ithrylan. If it was true that the Order of Vala had members in every kingdom of Neredyn, they might have a whole network of fighters and water-wielding Vala-blessed to draw from.

      The children would remain at the Order though. Not even Valyn could justify sending children to war.

      That was the whole reason they’d decided to leave a begrudging Kepha in Lei’Vreah.

      “A battlefield is no place for a child,” Palvin had told the girl, who’d stuck out her tongue and run off to her room. Had it not been for the tearful goodbye an hour later, Drew would have found it funny. But now Lei’Vreah was in Lyrrin Stesea’s hand without supervision by Nehelon’s most trusted males, and Kepha was the last one of their group left to witness whatever Lyrrin chose to do with the Fae capital.

      At least, he’d given his promise to defend the city and not harm the Seer. Not that it made Drew sleep any better at night.

      As if summoned by his thoughts, Palvin fell back from the front of the group to join him at the center. “Are you ready to sweat your ass off in the ungodly heat of the desert?” A smirk spread on Palvin’s face that was oddly attractive on the grumpy male.

      “I thought you were a Summer Fae. Don’t you enjoy that sort of heat?” He cut Palvin a glance that he hoped didn’t feel too much like a challenge.

      “First, we don’t call ourselves Summer Fae. Just Fae of Summer. Second”—he adjusted a throwing star on his belt—“I enjoy all sorts of heat.” He winked at Drew. “But if I never need to cross the Calma Desert again, that’s soon enough.”

      Surel’s snort laugh stopped the warmth creeping into Drew’s cheeks. Whether that had been her reaction to Palvin’s statement or Valyn had said something ridiculous, he decided not to ponder.

      “You would like the Summer court,” Palvin said in a softer tone.

      “What is it like?” In all those months he’d spent with the warrior, he’d never once thought to ask about his home. They’d been too busy surviving, strategizing, or wondering when the next in line for the Fae throne would challenge Gandrett and Nehelon. Yes, he saw the evergreen canopy of leaves above their heads when they crossed Summer lands. But he had no idea if all of it was this mild and pretty or if there were rougher parts where the heat of summer was smothering the way it did in late summer in Sives.

      An absent smile played on Palvin’s lips. “While here you see mainly greenery, the court is located in a warmer part south of where we’re traveling. It isn’t like Calma, though. There are lakes and streams, and shade-giving bushes to lay down beneath.” His eyes met Drew’s. “You would love it, Andrew.”

      There—again, he’d called him Andrew. As if to emphasize the meaning of the words.

      Drew glanced ahead at the brighter part of the forest where the trees grew less dense and from where a hot breeze carried. “I’d love to see it one day.”

      From the corner of his eye, Drew saw Palvin’s widening smile, but he didn’t dare turn for fear he’d wipe it off again.

      Behind them, Surel and Valyn were engaged in a conversation about the merits of strangling opponents with strings of water. As Fae royalty, of course, Valyn’s magic was vast and strong, and all the elements responded to him the same way they did to Nehelon. He wasn’t sure if he should fear the male or be grateful that he was supporting their cause—even if it seemed purely for Surel’s sake. If she’d reject him, he might turn against them all over again.

      Drew swallowed the fear that came with the thought of the potential volatility of the male riding behind him—and the power the human woman held over him.

      Palvin continued riding beside him until they emerged from the trees at noon, their mouths falling open as they took in the Calma Desert—and what had changed about it since Palvin had guided him through sand and solace on their escape.

      Despite the dead stripe of land stretching along the border like it had been for hundreds of years, a bit farther into the distance, a crisscross of purple lines spread like an awry spiderweb.

      “Are those blossoms?” one of the soldiers behind them asked.

      But Drew was too awestruck to respond.

      It didn’t matter what exactly they were and how they’d gotten there.

      “That is life,” Palvin murmured, pulling his horse to a stop beside him.

      Surel nudged her horse forward, squeezing in between Drew and Palvin’s, and shielded her human eyes from the brightness of the sun while gazing out onto the blooming desert. “Those are Gandrett’s blossoms. They popped up along her waterlines when we traveled through the desert to save the king.”

      “It seems the new queen has many talents,” Valyn remarked with a somewhat sour tone, but when Drew glanced over his shoulder, he found the male’s eyes alight with fascination.

      “Do you think this is a sign?” Surel asked no one in particular.

      Drew shared a look with Palvin that didn’t allow him to draw breath for a response, so it was again Valyn who gave his opinion. “A sign of Vala not having forsaken her children?”

      That wiped the awe from Surel’s features. “I don’t know if any of us can still call ourselves her children when it has truly been the Dragon King’s general training us.”

      “The priests were real,” Valyn gave into consideration. “Vala’s blessing is real. The goddess will never forget her creations. Not even when she has been snatched away from these realms.”

      “What do you mean?” Drew prompted.

      Their eyes all bulged as Valyn filled them in on the ancient history of the Order of Vala—not just the common knowledge of what had been happening since the last Dragon War. Vala had stayed with her favorite creations. She’d made Everrun a sacred place of worship. The idea of abusing children to become instruments of battle had been a more recent one that the Dragon King’s general had introduced while he had spun his web of spies across the realms. Spies who had no idea that, through the Meister of the Order of Vala, they had been serving the wrong deity.

      Drew’s stomach churned at Valyn’s reminder of Melore, Vala’s daughter, whose blood ran in his veins. And the water in his veins froze over when Valyn laid out in detail what Melore had endured at the hand of Shygon before she’d found Elryn the Wise as her Mate and settled down in the Autumn Court.

      “Shygon might have stolen her from Neredyn against her will, but she will never abandon her children,” Valyn closed his story, and the way Surel’s dark eyes turned all moist told Drew enough about how much it affected the Vala-blessed.

      “The blessing is real,” she whispered, gaze locked on Valyn’s through tears.

      “Everything about you is real,” the male muttered as if he hadn’t meant to speak.

      Surel’s lips pressed into a tight line as she turned back to the broken desert. “Let’s fill our canteens and rest before we continue. I don’t feel like entering the punishing heat of my childhood trauma just yet.”

      With those words, she got off her horse and marched toward the small trickle of water running by the underbrush and turned her back on Valyn.

      

      The aftermath of the Dragon King’s indirect assault on Ackwood was more terrifying than facing the immortal evil all over again. He’d spent hours questioning the palace staff about their involvement with the Shygon cult, what they’d known about the coming attack, or if they’d been an active part in preparing it. It wasn’t an unfamiliar task. After his aunt Linniue had taken her own life in the temple of Shygon beneath Eedwood Castle, he’d done the same with his own staff. Addie had been at his side back then, her calm and steady presence a reminder that there was more in life worth fighting for than a united Sives.

      Now he was sitting on his bed, boot in one hand and a bloodied rag in the other as he was cleaning off all signs of the blood he’d spilled in the entrance hall after they’d defeated the Maraoul in the gardens.

      By Vala, and what a horrific species the exiled Fae Queen had bred.

      What Kouyen and Dafdya had shared about Liri and her army of hybrid beasts was enough to fill his nightmares for a lifetime. Thank the gods it wasn’t one of immortality.

      He’d go back to help Brax and the Fae with questioning after a short break. Normally, he wouldn’t have agreed to take a moment for himself, but Brax was Lord of Ackwood, and Armand respected him. He’d go down later and relieve his friend for a few hours. For now, Celius would stay at Brax’s side.

      A soft knock on the door startled him from his thoughts.

      “Come in!” Setting boot and cloth aside, he got to his feet and picked up his sword from where he’d dropped it on the foot of the bed.

      The door swung open, revealing the Prince of Lapidos’s tired face.

      “Leonidas—” Armand lowered the sword to his side and hurried to the prince’s aid as he set one unsteady foot in front of the other.

      “No need to help me, Lord Armand. I’m getting better by the day, and that is only because Brax never spoils me like that.” A thin smile graced the prince’s lips.

      Armand halted, inclining his head, and pulled out a chair from the table near the window instead. “Please.”

      It was an exercise in patience, watching Leonidas struggle forward until he settled on the chair where he leaned back with a groan.

      “I have stopped using the cane when possible. It helps my recovery, standing on my own two legs.”

      Armand understood too well what it meant not to be in possession of control over his own movements. The day in the courtyard at Eedwood Castle when he had been chained by iron and magic as Selloue had cut into his chest... His knees became weak merely thinking about it.

      “What happened today at the palace,” Leonidas said, eyes on the abandoned boot by Armand’s bed, “cannot happen again.”

      Armand lowered his gaze to the table. “Brax had no idea his own staff was involved with the Shygon cult.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      At that, Armand’s gaze returned to the prince’s. “Speak what you mean, Leonidas.”

      The prince’s face twisted at whatever memory flashed in his mind. “Today, Brax put himself into the front lines in the gardens and was almost killed by a Maraoul. I had watched it happen with the dragon at the last attack on the palace. But then I was around to protect him. Today, I was a useless spectator when the creature drew blood.”

      Tension bracketed Leonidas’s mouth. “You need to make sure he doesn’t put himself so thoughtlessly in danger again.”

      Armand tried to read the unspoken words from Leonidas’s eyes. “Aren’t you proud of his heroic actions?”

      For a long moment, Leonidas’s jaw worked as he seemed to think over what he was going to say. “I don’t need him to be a hero. I need him to be alive.”

      Considering Leonidas’s words, Armand exhaled a long breath. “I am not sure the Lord of Ackwood will allow anyone to stop him.”

      In response, Leonidas inclined his head. They both knew that however little Brax was inclined to enter a battle, when he did, he did it full-heartedly. There would be no stopping Braxley Brenheran.

      “Then protect him in my stead. Where I can’t follow him into battle, be there to do it for me.”

      Armand wasn’t sure if Leonidas was aware of what he was asking, how much he was demanding of him, but he was certain that the Prince of Lapidos would never ask if he didn’t care about Brax so deeply that he’d readily give his own life for him.

      “I will do what I can, Leonidas. But you need to promise me something in return.”

      With pale-green eyes, the prince silently inquired what it was Armand was asking.

      “If I die in battle, make sure he rules Sives with cleverness and compassion the way he does in his court and the way he is to his friends.”

      Leonidas measured him for a long moment before he dipped his chin. “I will.”

      And just like that, the weight of Sives’s future was lifted off Armand’s shoulders. Neither he nor Brax was hoping for the crown of Sives, but if only one of them survived, after all of Armand’s failures, Brax might be the better man.
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      Unlike after King Shyrrik’s funeral, the Khilalian palace was quiet when they gathered for a meal after bidding Queen Nazanin goodbye at the tomb. This time, Taghi had brought Mckenzie to stand at the front alongside him and Miitra before all eyes of the attending nobles. While some of them might use the announced engagement against them, most of the lords and ladies in attendance had no negative words to say about the pending union of their prince and the Blossom of Khila.

      Mckenzie clasped her fork with sweaty fingers and led it to her mouth, eyes on the watchful faces of the assembly in the grand dining hall where they’d danced not too long ago—before they’d ridden out to check on developments at the outposts and left Nazanin behind.

      Not that their presence would have changed anything. The Queen of Phornes would have been killed right under their noses just like Shyrrik.

      “Are you liking the walnut chutney?” Taghi asked, voice tired as was his smile.

      She’d spent most of the past two days at his side, comforting him whenever his court left him alone. However, Nazanin’s declaring him King and Miitra Queen had brought split opinions in the group of people visiting the palace to determine Shyrrik’s succession.

      “I barely taste it,” she said with the same mask of polite distance on her face that had saved her from crumbling at every accusatory glance from Lady Darmel and the other nobles who might have hoped for a different development. Especially the Dumcons.

      Except for Bureez. He had been a major surprise. After his initial firing attempts when he’d forced his presence on them, he’d chosen their side when the Shygon soldiers had attacked. That alone made Mckenzie feel less nauseous looking at him. Even Miitra no longer ignored the young man and had willingly entered into conversation with him more than once.

      With a glance to the end of the U-shaped table, Mckenzie confirmed that Bureez was sitting beside his uncle, as usual, his eyes on Taghi as he downed half a glass of wine.

      “Are you ready for the speech?” Miitra asked from Taghi’s other side.

      The King of Phornes inclined his head. “I have to be.”

      Mckenzie’s chest ached for all the pain and grief this family had gone through, for everything that was yet to come. But she braved a smile and gifted it to her fiancé. “I’ll be right beside you, Taghi. As I will be for the rest of our lives.”

      Taghi set aside his cutlery and reached for her hand—the one with his mother’s ring on it—and led it to his lips to brush a kiss to her knuckles before he rose to his feet.

      Miitra followed a second later.

      “Norhae and Norreiea,” he addressed the guests by their Phornian titles. “My esteemed guests. My mother’s friends and advisors, men and women of Phornes who have walked these halls long before me. Full of grief and full of gratitude am I standing before you on this day that marks a goodbye I’d hoped not to see for a long time to come. But Phornes is at war as all of Neredyn is at war. We might not have sent out our armies to meet an enemy on the battlefield, but the enemy has infiltrated this court. He has killed the King and Queen of Phornes and has made my cousin and me the youngest ruling pair in the history of our beautiful lands.”

      He wrung his hands before he locked them behind his back, body stiff, while he let his gaze slide from one person to the other until he’d studied each and every one.

      “When my mother called for your assistance in determining the future of Phornes, I was on board with everything she asked of us. I was ready to wait for a decision of succession. But things have changed. We don’t have time to wait. Our armies need to be led. Our cities and villages need to be protected, and what sort of prince would I be if I left it to chance whether our people survive this war?”

      He ignored the murmurs of agreement and objection sounding at the back of the room, his eyes sliding to Mckenzie, whose stomach hadn’t relaxed since she’d stepped to his side at the grave. And now he was holding out his hand for her.

      She placed her fingers in his, allowing him to pull her to her feet.

      “Before witnesses, my mother transferred the crown to my cousin Miitra, Princess of Phornes and now queen of this realm, and to myself as King of Phornes. And she has blessed my union with Lady Mckenzie Brenheran by handing me her engagement ring. I am willing to honor all of her wishes and am humbled to step into the service of our people.”

      “As am I.” Miitra’s words weren’t many, but not many were needed.

      The room fell silent with tension, and Mckenzie wondered if her body could tear from the sensation it induced.

      Then, at the end of the table, someone started to clap. Slowly at first, and then a second pair of hands joined in, and another, until the entire room was standing and applauding for their new king and queen.

      When Mckenzie glanced toward where the clapping had begun, she found Bureez smiling widely and uncaringly of his uncle’s grim face.

      “Long live the King!” The people shouted. “Long live the Queen!”

      Taghi lowered his head to whisper into Mckenzie’s ear, “Long live the Blossom of Khila.”

      

      The shouts ebbed after what felt like an eternity. Had he expected the court and guests to react with cheers of welcome? No, he hadn’t. What he’d been prepared for was the distaste of the nobles who blamed him for the Dragon King’s hand tightening on their kingdom.

      But of course, Mckenzie had been right when she’d told both him and Miitra that Phornes needed them, and if they stepped in front of their people wearing their flaws with pride, no one would question them.

      He’d done it—allowed his weaknesses to the surface the way Mckenzie had been doing since her first day at his palace. And the people loved her. They loved her for being the smart and outspoken person she was—and for her beauty, of course. Even the nobles who hated her loved her. They just couldn’t admit it. Or they were jealous of the way she’d conquered their prince.

      As Taghi excused both himself and Mckenzie, no one objected. Not even Miitra, who had agreed that it was time for the new monarchs to retire to their quarters to grieve in private.

      Their personal guards followed, eyes scanning the corridors ahead and footfalls near-silent the way they were trained to navigate.

      “That went better than expected,” Miitra commented when they turned the corner and were out of earshot of the banquet hall. “They could have kicked us out of the palace.”

      Taghi raised an eyebrow at her. “They would never do that.”

      “Are you so sure? They were quite happy to push back the decision of interim monarch after Father’s death. If given time, they might have pushed us out entirely.”

      He didn’t need to comment that Miitra was right. The Dumcons would gladly see the Saza Brina line removed from the throne. But that no longer mattered when, by naming him king and Miitra queen, his mother had ended all other options before they had truly become a real threat. And now it was done. It had been announced and remained unchallenged. They would be crowned within a week.

      “Let’s be grateful that we don’t need to fight our own court on this matter.” It was all he truly had to say because, in the depth of his heart, Taghi Saza Brina was exhausted. He’d made so many mistakes since he’d first laid eyes on Mckenzie, and righting them would make the difference between winning or losing this war.

      Absently squeezing her hand, he led her around the next corner, closer to her room. Miitra waved at them with a knowing smile as she continued toward the eastern end of the palace where her own chambers were situated. He didn’t return the smile, but confirmed with a glance that all her guards were following. The Dragon King’s message had been clear, and Taghi wasn’t ready to lose anyone else. Especially not his cousin and friend.

      “She’ll be fine,” said the other person he couldn’t lose.

      Taghi’s eyes found Mckenzie’s following Miitra down the hallway, and he knew that Mckenzie wasn’t saying it because she believed any of them would be truly fine before this war was over, but because she needed to convince herself that there was still a safe place in this world.

      “She will,” Taghi sighed for the same reason then tugged Mckenzie closer so anyone who wanted to stab her back would need to peel his arm off her first.

      A soft breeze carried the scent of blossoms and berries through the open windows, birds chirped a song he remembered from his childhood, and the strips of sunlight collecting on the tiles dipped their path in hues of teal and gold. It painted metallic reflections in the waves of Mckenzie’s hair and made her eyes even greener if that was possible.

      He was so trapped by the vision that Mckenzie Brenheran was, that he barely realized they’d made it to her door when she said, “Thanks for walking me.”

      Taghi understood what her words implied—that she knew he wasn’t intending to come inside the way he hadn’t since they returned and found his mother dying. She knew that he had places to be, things to do, obligations and duties that came with being named successor to the King of Phornes. And she was right.

      But what she didn’t know was that, today, there was nowhere for him to be but at her side. He’d buried his mother, had given his speech, had grieved. He would grieve for a long time to come. But staring into Mckenzie’s eyes, he knew if he let this moment slip, it would never return.

      He didn’t retract his arm, as he’d usually do, but lifted his hand to her cheek where her skin reacted to his touch with a rosy blush.

      “Beautiful,” he murmured, uncaring of the guards taking up post around them. “You are utterly and completely beautiful.”

      Her cheeks turned pink, but she didn’t turn away the way she might have a few weeks ago or scream at him the way she would have a few months ago. The Mckenzie of the present had nothing to hide. Her love shone in her eyes like precious jewels.

      Savoring the softness of her skin, he traced his thumb along her cheekbone.

      A gust of icy wind hit him from the side where the door flew open. He had all but a second to push her out of the way when a rain of ice shards whipped toward them from what should have been the safety of Mckenzie’s room.

      By Shaelak. The Dragon King truly didn’t stop. It wasn’t enough that he’d eliminated the rulers of Phornes, he was going to continue destroying Taghi.

      Around them, guards were shouting as they leaped out of the way of the Dragon King’s ice magic while Taghi pressed Mckenzie into a wall and covered her body with his, just in case. With his free hand, he fumbled his scythe from his belt. Whoever was here had come to kill, and he wasn’t going to let that happen.

      “Watch out!” Nalesh’s shout came from close by.

      A body slumped to the ground. A moment later, blinding, turquoise light flashed behind him, making him bury his face in Mckenzie’s hair.

      “Dragon!” The shout came from the lower levels of the palace, from other rooms, from the gardens. “Dragon!”

      Screams scattered the cold as he whirled away from Mckenzie, taking a stance next to Nalesh. A dragon didn’t fit inside her room, so the true danger had to be outside.

      “Take her to my chambers,” he ordered Nalesh, silently sending a prayer to Vala that Mckenzie would not insist on staying.

      A moment later, she appeared at his side, hunting knife in hand. “I’m not going anywhere without you.”

      Of course not. Why had he even hoped?

      Nalesh planted himself half in front of Mckenzie, who was—like everyone else at the threshold—staring at the massive gray-and-white dragon head hovering outside the window.

      The beast sniffed then huffed an icy flame that made the air fog around its snout.

      Taghi had never known such fear as when the dragon’s eyes locked on Mckenzie’s and the woman took a step around her guard as if entranced by the creature’s mere gaze.

      “Stop.” Taghi wrapped his free arm around her waist, pulling her back until her side was flush to his.

      Mckenzie blinked. “The one at the outpost didn’t hurt us.”

      “No, it just watched us die,” Nalesh pointed out. “I’m sure this one is ready to do the same.”

      “Are there Shygon soldiers?” Taghi inquired over his shoulder, not taking his eyes off the dragon once.

      “No soldiers sighted, Your Majesty,” a voice from a bit farther down the hallway reported.

      Good. At least, they weren’t facing a massacre like at the outpost.

      “What does it want?” Mckenzie asked when the dragon continued to hover, wings beating to keep it in place by the window.

      “It obviously came for a reason, or it wouldn’t have been waiting for us to come to the door to blast it open.” With shards of ice. Could dragons even spit shards of ice?

      Taghi didn’t need to wonder a moment longer, for the dragon lowered its head, revealing the view of a black-haired woman riding on its neck. She curled her crimson-painted lips into a serpentine smile as she lifted a hand and sent a new cluster of shards right for them.

      “Down!” Taghi flattened himself over Mckenzie as he pushed her to the floor with him.

      The shards zoomed so close that he could hear the air hiss in their wake, and feel the trail of cold that stirred right above them.

      “You have one week to renounce your claim to the throne and declare Phornes under the rule of King Raynar,” the woman called. “If you fail to do so, next time, I will burn your city to ashes.”

      Taghi lifted his head an inch to get a better glimpse of her. But when he pushed himself up, another shower of ice came at them.

      The booming beat of wings whipped the air as the dragon rose higher and higher until it was out of sight, and the ice left the room.

      “What, by Vala, just happened?” Mckenzie wanted to know when they scrambled to their feet.

      Nalesh was already in the room, leaning out the window to watch the dragon disappear. “It’s headed north,” he reported.

      Taghi acted on instinct when his arm wound around Mckenzie again, pulling her to his chest.

      “Secure the area. Make sure no Shygon soldiers slipped into the palace.” It cost him a lot to delegate instead of doing it himself. But he pressed a kiss to the top of Mckenzie’s head, allowing the peach and blossom scent of her hair to calm his panic. “You’re staying in my room from now on.”

      Mckenzie didn’t object.
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      Mckenzie was vaguely aware of the few guards following them to the King of Phornes’s quarters. Mostly, her heart was beating as violently as dragon wings, and her breath was speeding to and from her lungs like a crazed animal. The dragon could have killed them—again. It could have blown its fire at them to burn the life from them with those glacial flames, but it hadn’t.

      The woman riding the dragon had used magic to attack them with ice. Shygon magic, Mckenzie assumed. And the ultimatum—

      “We’re as safe here as anywhere,” Taghi said to her as he led her across the threshold into his room.

      The tile mosaics above the desk and the gauzy curtains billowing at the balcony were a familiar sight, but she couldn’t get herself to find them calming. Nothing was calming. Especially not that the woman had openly demanded for Taghi to give up his throne.

      “One week.” Her voice was trembling as she braced herself on the edge of the desk as soon as Taghi let go of her to close the balcony doors.

      He leaned outside as if to check for danger then sealed the doors and pulled the heavy blue curtains, blocking out the sun.

      “One week is a long time,” he said once he had secured all the windows in the room and lit a fat candle on the low table surrounded by cushions.

      The darkness wasn’t absolute, with or without the candle, streaks of sunlight creeping through the fabric tasked to keep it out, but the candle spread an aroma that reminded Mckenzie of the Sivesian spice wine.

      He stopped at the center of the room, eyes on the door as if he was itching to rush there and lock it all over again, even though that was the first thing he’d done after he’d closed it.

      “Raynar sent a dragon to Khila, Taghi. He killed your mother and your uncle.” Mckenzie’s voice came out weaker than she’d hoped, but as the first rush of adrenaline ebbed from her veins, she felt the spots where Taghi had pushed her into the wall and where she had hit the floor beneath his weight.

      Absently, her hand wandered to her hip to rub the soreness spreading over her bone.

      “We have the ghosts,” Taghi reminded her, and Mckenzie shuddered at the thought of the gigantic winged figures that had come from the White Death to aid them.

      But they hadn’t. They had not been there to stop King Shyrrik from losing his head or prevent the attack at the outpost. They had not come to Nazanin’s aid either.

      “When will they actually help us?” She threw up her free hand. “When will they get involved and intercept the creatures attacking us?”

      Taghi bit his lower lip as he seemed to hold back words.

      “They promised to help us fight the Dragon King. What else needs to happen for them to start acting?”

      “They healed you at the outpost,” Taghi pointed out, and of course, he was right, except—

      “They didn’t stop the Shygon soldiers.”

      “No, they didn’t.” Taghi’s gaze found her over the glow of the candle and golden threads of sunlight, and the devastation in their dark depths made her reconsider raging about anything, questioning anything.

      “He will stop at nothing to get what he wants, Taghi. If you renounce your claim … he will get Phornes, but your people might get to live.” It hurt to say it, but with everything that happened, she had to consider the possibility that giving up something they loved for something they loved more might be their only option.

      And it broke her heart to recognize that after everything she’d thrown at him—accusations and shoes—had it been her back in Ackwood facing the Dragon King, she might have made the same choice to protect Taghi.

      Mckenzie hid her tears behind a forced smile, but that only summoned Taghi closer until he stood in front of her, eyes serious as he gazed down at her, reading her like he so liked to do.

      “So far, everything Raynar has sent our way has been a warning. He hasn’t sent armies to lay waste to Khila, even when his soldiers have been burning our villages.” His face was hard as he spoke, determined. “I won’t lay down my crown, Mckenzie. I will fight Raynar Leyon with all I have with the help of the Phornian armies and the ghosts who pledged their aid to our cause. I will not give up our home to a tyrant who likes to threaten the people I love.”

      By the time he finished speaking, his gaze was burning like fire, and that well of fear that had held Mckenzie in its grasp loosed its hold on her.

      Gods, was he beautiful. Fierce and determined and so … Taghi. He stepped closer until his hips brushed hers even when she leaned further into the desk. His fingers returned to her cheek where he’d left off when the rain of ice had so inconveniently interrupted them.

      “I love you, Mac. You already know how much I love you.” He braced his other hand beside her hip as he leaned in to kiss her, but halted an inch from her lips. “But have I ever told you how much I want you?”

      Mckenzie’s breath caught, heat stirring in her core.

      Yes, he had told her. The day she’d agreed to marry him. But it had held different meaning then.

      The wildfire in his kiss as he sealed his lips over hers spoke of the want in his flesh, the need building where his hips pushed against hers.

      “I won’t lose you, Mac. And I won’t waste another day thinking about what our traditions demand or that we should take our time. I want you now.” He held her gaze as he leaned in another inch. “If you’ll have me.”

      In response, Mckenzie closed the space between them, knees going weak as Taghi’s tongue swept into her mouth, all gentleness wiped away by a sense of urgency that neither of them had ever felt. It was now. Mckenzie could feel it when she slid back onto the desk, legs opening so she could pull him tighter against that spot where heat was pooling like a fire that would no longer be quenched.

      Taghi chuckled between kisses, his lips soft against her one moment, nipping hard the next, each way a new sensation that made her want to devour him. A moan tumbled from her tongue onto his as his hand roamed down to the neckline of her shirt. Mckenzie gasped as his fingers grazed the top of her breast, glided lower over its piqued tip. She was barely aware that her own fingers were tugging at his shirt, fumbling with the buttons of the formal wear for the funeral. Only when she felt smooth skin over hard muscle did she tear away from his lips to take in the sight of his chest.

      “I think it’s time you show me all of that perfect lover.” She chuckled at the spark in his eyes as she reminded him of their first kiss in the pool when he’d taught her to swim. “And when I say all, I mean all.”

      She grabbed for the buttons of his pants, opening them one by one while his desire pushed against her efforts. But she managed, and the sight of him, hard and long before her shaking hands, made it difficult to breathe.

      “All of that perfect lover?” Taghi repeated as he reached for her skirts, calluses scraping along her thighs as he slid his hands along them, pushing up the fabrics. “Get comfortable, Mac. This may take a while.”

      He nipped at her lips once, chuckling at her stunned expression, before he knelt down and lowered his face between her legs.

      The first stroke of his tongue through her center made her grab for the edge of the table with a gasp. His quiet laugh tickled where his lips weren’t touching, and instead of wondering if he was laughing at her, all it did was elicit a moan from her. She’d seen the proof of his desire, at how a mere kiss had made him react to her, to the mere touch of her fingers on the front of his pants.

      Her breath hitched as he slid his tongue inside her, pushing deep. Gods, the intensity of his touch—

      Just when she believed there could be no way to pique her excitement even more, Taghi pinned her hip with one hand, preventing her from moving as he feasted on her, slowly, thoroughly, gently, and demandingly, all at once, until she lay sweat-slick and boneless on the hardwood of his desk, shivers of pleasure chasing down her body.

      Only then did Taghi rise, fingers trailing where he’d been licking and sucking. He met her gaze, read her for a moment, then smiled broadly. “This is not all, Mac. We’re not done.”

      She shuddered as he stepped closer, her hand letting go of the desk only now that Taghi’s hands reached for her, hefting her into his arms and carrying her to the chocolate-silk-covered bed where he laid her down like he was placing something fragile, something revered.

      “I love you, Mac. I want to show you in every way I know how much I love you.”

      As she lay sprawled across the sheets, Mckenzie didn’t know where she should look first, his eyes full of fire that she’d been drowning in for a very long time, his mouth that she now knew what it was capable of, or lower, down the rippling muscles of his stomach, and even lower, where she wanted to know exactly what he was capable of with that glorious part of his body.

      His gaze followed hers, and he laughed as he pulled down his pants and slid out of his open shirt.

      “You’re so beautiful.” She marveled at the dark intensity of his skin tone, the shadows catching on the planes and angles of his chest, his corded arms, the way his hair fell to the back of his head where it spilled over his shoulder from a leather string.

      His laugh turned into a softer smile. “As are you.” He lowered himself next to her on the bed, his hand tracing the front of her dress. “And I haven’t even seen all of you.” He reached her navel, circling there for a while before he caught the lacing that kept the front together. Not Sivesian noble fashion, but also not the informal pants-and-shirt ensemble she often wore at court. The ties gave Taghi some work to do before his fingers finally peeled her out of that dress. “So, so beautiful,” he marveled, fingertips wandering the crest of her breasts before he leaned closer to kiss first her forehead, then her lips, and then—

      Mckenzie cried out as his tongue flicked over her sensitive, rosy flesh where his fingers had been a moment ago. On the search for something to hold onto, she grabbed for his shoulder on one side, the other hand splaying flat against his chest, sliding lower, lower, lower.

      “You can touch me anywhere you want, Mac. Touch me any way you want. I will enjoy anything you do because it’s your hands.” He stroked her belly down to the bundle of nerves at the apex of her thighs. “Because it’s your lips.” He sucked on her nipple, coaxing a throaty sound from her that she hadn’t believed herself capable of. “And however else you want to touch me…” He shifted under her palm, hard muscles pressing against her. Muscles at first, then—

      Mckenzie froze for a brief moment when her fingers fell around the long pulsing heat that was Taghi’s need for her. But the smooth, velvety feel of him made her open her eyes to meet his ember-like ones.

      He slid a finger into her, mouth falling open and tongue flicking over his lower lip as if tasting her all over again.

      “I’m so ready for you, Mac.” He smiled down at her.

      And Mckenzie was ready, too. She’d been taking the contraceptive herb since long before the summer solstice in Ackwood, a protective measure, her mother had always said, and now she was glad she’d listened to her. Because when Mckenzie pulled Taghi on top of her, savoring the feel of his weight as he settled between her legs, she didn’t worry about anything. She didn’t have a single thought apart from the hard tip of him when he nudged into her. The brief, sharp pain that followed, driving a gasp from her lips.

      Taghi froze inside of her, holding still as he smoothed back her hair from her forehead with one hand while supporting his weight with the other. “I’m sorry.” His words were a whispered caress. “The worst should be over.”

      Mckenzie knew that a brief pain could come with the first time. But she was already past that thought by the time Taghi’s lips closed over hers, soft, gentle, loving.

      “I’m content to remain like this for the rest of the day, or to stop if—”

      “Don’t stop,” she murmured onto his cheek as he kissed his way over her face. “Show me how that perfect lover can make me forget there ever was pain.”

      Taghi’s smile was a slash of white against the umber of his skin in the dim light, but it was bright like the sun as it filled her heart, her chest, her whole body.

      When he started moving once more, filling her to the hilt, Mckenzie was ready. Ready to leave behind all fears, all grudges, all restraints that had ever bound her to deny herself what she wanted. And when he made love to her until they tumbled over the cliff Taghi had so cautiously avoided for such a long time, she finally understood why.

      With everything he meant to her, after sharing that experience, there was no coming back for her either.

      And Mckenzie didn’t want to.
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      No. By Vala, the other gods—even Shygon—and everything that was sacred. No. This couldn’t be happening. Gandrett couldn’t bleed out in her Mate’s arms. She couldn’t.

      Addie was still busy denying what was plainly and truly happening before her eyes when the creature of crimson slowly drew her attention back to him. It grabbled for support as it rose—he grabbled for support. The Dragon King.

      How Addie knew, she wasn’t certain. But, did it matter when all her hopes were slowly dissolving into nothingness?

      “Get her out of here,” Gordan said to the King of Fae, who had gone pale and still around Gandrett’s body. “Nehelon!”

      The king’s eyes snapped up to meet the warrior’s, and the defeat dulling the beautiful blue that had once reminded her of stars almost made her legs go weak. The pain—

      “Get her out, Nehelon, or I will.” Gordan stepped forward, tucking his axe away as he reached for Gandrett’s limp body.

      That got Nehelon’s attention. The male whirled from the throne, Gandrett pressed against his chest with one arm while the other had her legs slung over it. “Do not touch her.” His words were more the growl of a wounded wolf than a human voice, but Addie understood anyway. As did Gordan, who yielded, letting the king pass.

      The Dragon King, she called in her mind. What do we do about the Dragon King?

      Gordan’s head whipped around as if he’d heard her terrified inquiry. Drawing his axe once more, he slashed through the figure, which had grown almost as tall as him.

      Blood splattered, giving way around the blade of his weapon … and reassembled a moment later, back in the slim, elegant shape of Raynar Leyon, the original being.

      With a battle cry, Gordan tried again, to no other effect than distributing Gandrett’s blood all around them as he spun away from the creature.

      The ground shook as Gordan pulled his magic from the depth of his Fae self, making Addie scramble back a few steps.

      Behind them, Nehelon had made it to the door where he carried his Mate out without a look back.

      Good. At least, there would be one less person dying today.

      With a hiss, Gordan released a stream of magic invisible to the eye, but strong enough to make debris rain from the ceiling—and fall straight through the creature of blood. The way the liquid swirled where Raynar’s features should have been almost made it look like he was smiling at Gordan’s fruitless efforts.

      “We need to get out of here,” Gordan told her, already inching backward, between Raynar and Addie, forcing her to move toward the door, too.

      So they were giving up? That was it? Gandrett was dead, and blades and Fae magic didn’t harm the Dragon King, and they were giving up?

      Stepping around Gordan, Addie roared, a lash of fire hatching from her maw, coiling around the Dragon King in a bath of turquoise light. If nothing else did, maybe dragon fire would do the trick.

      She didn’t wait for Gordan to repeat that they needed to leave, but herded him toward the door with her snout, holding her breath in trepidation.

      Almost. A few steps and they’d be out, and then she’d run and wouldn’t stop—or fly, she didn’t care as long as she’d get away from the Dragon King.

      “Stop!” Raynar’s voice thundered through the throne room like a god’s command, and around Addie’s neck, the leash tightened once more.

      Immediately, she regretted not having breathed a moment before, for now, she no longer could when Raynar’s power grasped her throat, crushing it slowly, so, so slowly that not even a whimper could escape.

      Gordan was already at the door when the leash pulled her to a halt.

      “Come.” He waved her forward, impatience in his coal-dark gaze making Addie want to destroy her windpipe rather than stay another moment.

      I can’t, she answered in her mind, blinking back a tear as she realized that the moment had finally come that she’d pay for everything she’d ever tried against the Dragon King.

      “Please, Addie,” Gordan’s voice was like a familiar melody. Not from her childhood in Sives or her months in the prison in the north, or even from her time with the Dragon King. Different—

      “Turn around, dragon maiden.” Raynar’s footsteps echoed through the massive space framed by columns and carvings, like a harbinger of the end.

      She turned, Gordan’s curse a sweet distraction as Raynar’s leash secured her head to the ground until she could no longer move. And when she found Raynar standing in front of the throne, his body was no longer an inconsistent crimson shape, but a form made of flesh and bones. And his face—

      Pale and beautiful in hues of silver and gold, a Fae male carved from an ancient tale—and terrible like Shygon himself.

      “Let her go.” Gordan, it seemed, had given up on trying to convince Addie to follow him, addressing the Dragon King instead. Whether he knew what power the tyrant had over her or if he was only reacting to the command in every single syllable of Raynar’s words, Addie couldn’t tell. She couldn’t even care when all she was able to do was suck in one thin breath after the other while her master allowed it.

      “And who are you to demand anything of me?” Raynar cocked his head, sizing up the muscled male on the threshold. “Nothing more than a stableboy.” His voice… So steady, so velvety, worse even than when he’d spoken into her mind. Worse than his words on Joshua’s lips or even Gandrett’s. Like pins of steel, piercing her smoothly as she struggled to hold on to consciousness.

      Run, Gordan.

      Gordan’s powerful form twitched in the doorway as if hit by a stone.

      Light flashed in Raynar’s quartz eyes, and for a moment, Addie thought he was going to dissolve into starlight and silver flames. But he settled on the blood-drenched throne, his features stoic as he looked down upon Gordan, past him to the hallway Nehelon had disappeared through. “What a waste… The woman would have made for a great companion now that I possess my own body.” His lips twitched in a cruel smile.

      “Let her go,” Gordan repeated, fearless of the monster at the far end of the room.

      A laugh of ice bubbled from the lips of Shygon’s son, so elegant, so horrifying that Addie’s chest constricted from the sound alone. Oh, he was more powerful and terrifying than even before he’d had his own body. His cruelty, his need to make his victims suffer before their end, even more refined as he conversed with Gordan as if he were sharing secrets. How he delighted in letting them hope they’d get away, how expertly he played that game of making them believe they stood a chance—before he’d strike the way he’d done with her so many times. And all of it with a smile on his lips.

      Addie shuddered in his hold.

      “Now.” Gordan took a step forward. So stupidly brave.

      No longer struggling against her captor, Addie watched as his expression sobered, filling with rage instead.

      “Or what?” Raynar’s lips curled with malice.

      Apparently, Gordan didn’t possess the good sense to run when he was facing an impossible opponent, but seemed magically attracted by the danger, for he stepped forward again and again until his boots halted next to Addie’s tail. He flashed Raynar a boyish grin, baring just enough teeth to give the impression of danger. “Or I’ll see if my axe leaves real cuts on your new body.” He cleared his throat as if correcting a mistake. “Old body, of course. I recognize your bastard form from seven hundred years ago, and you don’t look one bit less like the monster you are.”

      In response, Raynar merely lifted a hand and turned it over, the gesture tightening the leash around Addie’s neck so her breath left her in a death rattle.

      Gordan swung his axe, ready to release it to split Raynar’s forehead.

      Run, Gordan. Now. Leave me to my fate.

      Gordan released the weapon, shaking his head as he watched it fly.

      With a flick of his fingers, Raynar stopped the blade an inch from his face, eyes locked on Addie’s with a promise of a slow death. He plucked it from the air and discarded it on the floor where it landed with a clang that sealed their fate.

      Why aren’t you running yet? Addie was barely able to form the words even in her mind when Gordan planted his feet apart in a stance showing he was prepared to take on the Dragon King in hand-to-hand combat if he had to.

      Another icy laugh filled the otherwise silent space when Addie’s strength left her. “You will never break free of me, Adrienne. There is nothing in this world that could save you.”

      Addie had never truly doubted it.

      “Maybe that was true a minute ago,” Gordan murmured, and Addie wasn’t certain the devastation in his eyes was truly there—or the flicker of hope as she turned her gaze from Raynar to meet the warrior’s. “She is mine.”

      Gordan’s words hung in the air like a raincloud in late summer, thick and full and ready to wash away the dust and heat. Even Raynar’s laugh had ceased, leaving the prickling sense of pending violence in its wake.

      But the pain never came.

      As Gordan straightened, eyes remaining unblinking on her, the weight of Raynar’s leash broke, and a cleansing breath washed down her throat. She felt it then—the truth in Gordan’s words as they reverberated through her bones like an echo. And instead of the iron chain that had connected her to the Dragon King, a silver ribbon threaded its path toward the male who’d freed her.

      Without another thought, Addie struggled to her feet, spitting a wall of fire at the Dragon King as she bolted from the room after Gordan.

      Raynar’s roar of fury followed them on a blast of glacial power as they staggered all the way to the entrance hall, barely making it out the door before the Dragon King’s power filled the entire tower, making it shake on its foundation. They hurled down the stairs to where Nehelon was kneeling with a lifeless Gandrett in his arms and a shield so thick around them that Gordan needed to whip through it with his own magic.

      Get onto my back, Addie urged as she came to a halt beside him, wondering if it was any use trying to tell them what to do. She lowered her belly to the ground, tail swishing into the lake at the foot of the stairs as she beckoned Gordan to climb onto her with a nod toward her shoulder.

      Vala bless the male, he understood.

      “Nehelon—” He held out a hand toward the grieving king.

      When Nehelon didn’t move, he grabbed him around the shoulders, setting him to his feet with Gandrett still pinned to his front. “Get onto the dragon,” he ordered.

      This time, Nehelon obeyed. He tenderly placed Gandrett in Gordan’s waiting arms before he mechanically swung himself over Addie’s neck then held out his hands to receive his Mate back.

      Gordan didn’t hesitate to leap onto Addie’s back in front of his king and queen. “Fly, Addie. Fly like you’ve never flown before.”

      With a powerful leap, Addie pushed herself into the skies as Gordan threw out a shield that drowned out the wailing cries of the waking dragons that were a cacophony of terror around them. She beat her wings despite the weight she was carrying, spread them wide as she banked and soared for the forest, not daring to waste a breath on looking back. Beneath them, the night-tinted greenery slid past too slowly as Gordan impatiently urged her forward, pushing her to ignore the burning in her lungs as she carried her load with unrelenting determination.

      Only when they came to a less dense part of the forest did Addie dare to glance back to see if the dragons were following them. Nothing but night sky spread behind them.

      Addie realized that Raynar wouldn’t let the dragons come after them. Not when he’d just lost one to the steel will of a Fae warrior. And the way he’d sat on the throne—maybe it hadn’t been entirely a display of power, but a sign of how little control he still had over his new body.

      “Land there.” Gordan pointed at a path of grass at the edge of the forest.

      She didn’t question his order, but circled toward the ground

      “Cal!” Gordan was shouting before Addie’s claws grazed the grass. “Untie the horses.”

      A boy of maybe fourteen peeked at them from behind a tree, his expression filled with neither surprise nor fear at her presence.

      “What are you waiting for,” Gordan urged as he adjusted his position on her neck.

      The boy shuffled to the side where he ripped the reins of three horses from a tree trunk, securing them behind their necks.

      Gordan’s fingers curled around the edge of a scale as he twisted to watch the boy approach them. “Follow us,” he shouted to the horses. Addie wondered if a horse could even understand the meaning of his words, but she didn’t have time to come to a conclusion when Gordan said to Cal, “You, too. Shift and follow us.” And from the shuddering form of the boy emerged a brown dragon nearly her own size.

      “Let’s go, Addie.” Gordan ran his palm over her scales in a caress that made her question if the warrior knew no fear of anything.

      She didn’t look back as she darted above the trees, ears on the hammering of the hooves beneath the canopy of leaves and heart ahead where no Dragon King could chain her again.

      The wind rushed beneath her, her wings unrelenting despite the exhaustion creeping through her body. She’d carried the weight of one person before for relatively short distances. Raynar. Armand—

      Her heart picked up pace at the thought of the Lord of Eedwood—and slowed as the words Gordan had spoken settled in her mind.

      She is mine.

      It rang true inside of her. In every fiber, every drop of blood, except for her heart. That beat only for the young lord who’d become everything she’d ever hoped for.

      She couldn’t even tell what those words conveyed exactly, other than that they had transferred the leash from Raynar to the Fae male brave enough to risk his life for his king and his queen, and eventually, for her.

      “This should be far enough.” Gordan’s gentle tone startled her from her thoughts alongside the touch of his fingers on her scales. Not an entirely unwelcome sensation, but different, odd somehow.

      He gestured at a meadow at the foot of the mountain a bit north. There would be enough space for the horses and two dragons. Addie cocked her head to find Cal flying near her tail.

      A dragon who had shifted at will.

      Before she could examine the meaning of it, she reached the meadow and plunged from the sky to bank only a moment before setting down her claws.

      Gordan leaped off her neck with an apology on his lips as he dug his boot into her shoulder.

      It’s not the worst I’ve endured, she thought at him and almost leaped back into the air at the broken tone when Nehelon finally spoke, “Take her.”

      Addie craned her neck to spy the way the king lowered Gandrett’s body into Gordan’s arms before he slid off her back with unmistakable grace despite the grief tearing at his handsome features.

      Once he set both feet on the night-misted grass, he claimed her back and settled on the ground with her in his lap. “I’m sorry, Gandrett,” he whispered. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save you.”

      Tears shot into Addie’s eyes at the sound of his defeat, the guilt, the all-consuming despair.

      You love her more than your life, she said to the king even when he couldn’t hear her. I know what it means to see the one you love die.

      Careful not to earn the wrath of the male, she lowered her head to his shoulder, snout nudging his cheek.

      The king didn’t flinch.

      I’m sorry I couldn’t save her either. Even in this powerful body, I was too weak to make a difference.

      Tears dripped from her face, mingling with Nehelon’s silent ones on their way to fall onto Gandrett’s chest where a knife had sliced deep.

      “I tried to heal her,” Nehelon whispered between sobs. “I tried, and I failed.”

      He curled himself closer around the woman in his arms.

      Addie was faster. Driven by instinct, she pushed her snout between the male and Gandrett’s chest, allowing herself to remember everything she’d lost, what she’d endured, and what she might have gained back through the mercy of the Fae warrior who was observing from a respectful distance, despite the sadness in his eyes—a friend grieving for a friend.

      And as she shed her tears, ignoring how Nehelon attempted to push her aside with both his physical strength and his magic, the sound of butterfly wings in spring stuttered through her. Again.

      She held her breath. Nehelon stopped fighting.

      “Did you hear that?” the warrior asked as if he wasn’t certain he had heard it.

      But the sound returned, stronger this time, growing louder like the flutter of bird wings until it became a heartbeat.

      Addie didn’t dare lift her head from Gandrett’s chest as the woman groaned. She didn’t dare believe what was happening.

      Maybe Shygon had been merciful. Maybe it was her paying back for Gordan freeing her of the Dragon King. It didn’t matter when her friend sucked in a shallow breath and murmured an incomprehensible word that sounded a lot like a ‘Thank you.’

      Only then did Addie pull away, leaving the frozen male in whose arms Gandrett was awakening alone with his Mate, and dragged herself to the shelter of the trees. There, she collapsed into a heap of scales and talons and sobbed the way only a dragon could.
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      The darkness lifted from Gandrett’s eyes through a haze—not the peaceful one she’d expected death to be, but a bloody one full of pain and memories that would haunt her for all eternity.

      “Gandrett—” Nehelon’s voice was a whisper by her ear, a hot breath of life that skittered along her cheek. “Gandrett, Gandrett, Gandrett.”

      And it hurt. So much. Every touch like shards of glass, every thought a relentless hammering in her skull, every gulp of air down her throat like swallowing rusty nails. Like drowning and hitting the rough stone of the floor in the tower all at once. Like a nightmare that Raynar had woven into a brief glimpse of her Mate.

      “Gandrett—” A pair of hands shook her. No, not hands. Not shaking. Those were arms. And they were rocking her to the rhythm of her own heartbeat.

      Heartbeat.

      She shouldn’t have a heartbeat. After what Raynar had ordered her to do, she’d chosen death.

      But death didn’t smell like the nameless scent that was Nehelon, that was home.

      “Gandrett,” he whispered again, a sob breaking through her name. “Look at me, Gandrett.”

      Summoned by the urgency of his voice, Gandrett’s eyes focused on the familiar features of the male she’d sacrificed herself for.

      But she wasn’t dead. And this wasn’t a dream.

      His hand brushed hers—her hand which had been aiming to drive a blade into his neck. Her hand that had almost spilled her Mate’s blood. What Raynar had made her do... What she’d chosen to avoid it.

      She searched her body for any sign of the Dragon King—anything that indicated he still had power over her. Even residual scraps that could make her harm Nehelon. Fear made her push out of the warmth of his arms.

      “Where is he?” Her words tumbled from her tongue as she straightened to her feet.

      The entire world spun like a wheel, making Gandrett fall back to her knees beside her Mate.

      “You’re free, Gandrett.” When she found his face this time, eyes like stars were waiting for her, framed with lashes of the darkest night. “Gordan got us out of there.”

      The images returned to her, one by one, as the pain retracted from her body, little by little, just like Nehelon’s words had been a sort of healing magic.

      Free—

      She only realized that he was right when she lowered her hands to the grass and dug her fingers into the moist, night-covered greenery. Her fingers. They responded to her as they hadn’t from the moment Liri had brought her to the cell at Lands End. She’d heard them talking, Raynar and Liri, that this would be the worst brand of torture for her—hosting the very being that she’d been craving to defeat from the day she learned what Linniue had done.

      Raising the Dragon King. Offering her own son as a vessel.

      Joshua was dead. As Gandrett should have been. But she wasn’t. By some mercy or some joke of the gods, she’d survived her own, precise stab.

      “Where is he?” she repeated, that thought the only one that mattered as she whipped her head around, hoping and fearing to find the Dragon King.

      Instead, she found three horses, two dragons, and—

      “Gordan—” She crawled forward on all fours, still unable to believe that they had come for her.

      She remembered Raynar ordering him to leave, remembered watching him retreat from the tower. Yet, there he was, features smeared with blood, and shaking.

      “What happened?” Her voice bristled over the night chill.

      Nehelon hovered by her side as she moved with limbs that were her own yet felt as drained of strength as an apple shriveled by the end of fall. But despite his ready arms, his hands that were mere inches from her shoulders, he didn’t touch her again as she struggled forward.

      Gandrett reached through the bond to reassure herself it was still there, that she could feel him, sense him—and recoiled as his panic hit her as strongly as her own. She staggered another step forward, needing the truth more than she needed another breath.

      “Did I kill him? Is he dead?”

      Gordan’s eyes swallowed her as he closed the distance between them with a few quick strides and fell to his knees in front of her. Deep and dark and full of remorse. “He is alive. More so than ever.”

      A shiver of purest ice raked through Gandrett’s flesh. Alive. She reached into her limbs to probe if they were truly her own again. Nothing indicated the Dragon King still had his claws in her. She shut her eyes to listen to the silence in her mind. No Dragon King there either.

      If he was no longer inside her mind and body, that could only mean he had found a different victim.

      “Who did he take?” Instead of me. She didn’t add that last part for guilt swallowed her whole before she could even finish the thought. Somewhere someone would be suffering just as she had suffered. What if he’d gravitated toward his own bloodline and had found his way to Drew?

      Gandrett sat back on her haunches, facing Gordan.

      “When I returned to get both of you out of there, Nehelon was holding you in his arms, and Raynar had left your body. But he didn’t shift to someone new as he did after Joshua Brenheran. By some power I yet need to understand, Raynar has his own body once more.” He paused, assessing her with a cautious gaze then glancing at Nehelon who had fallen back behind her.

      Not Drew. It was all Gandrett could think.

      “A body made of your blood, Gandrett.” A shudder ran through the general who’d commanded armies, had fought in the war seven hundred years ago, had cut down Maraoul like they were stalks of wheat. “I failed you, my queen.” Gordan lowered his head, bracing one fist in the grass. “I failed you and the king at your side. Forgive me.”

      Gandrett shook her head as she reached for her friend with trembling hands and lifted his head with a touch to his chin.

      She didn’t shy away from the tears in his eyes when she hadn’t believed she’d ever get to see any of them again unless on the opposite side of a battlefield.

      “You came back for us.” It was the only thing she had to say, for there was nothing to forgive. She glanced at Nehelon, whose face was torn in devastation. It was thanks to his chosen brother that they were there and breathing.

      Gordan’s arms fastened around her, crushing her in a near-painful embrace as he sobbed into her hair.

      “I was almost too late.” His voice hitched as he cradled her head against his shoulder.

      “You came back for us,” she repeated. “And you weren’t too late.”

      

      In the hollow chambers of Nehelon Idresea’s chest, the shadows of Gandrett’s fate swirled like an instrument of torture. Seeing her alive had pushed them back from the rest of his body and his mind, but as he watched her embrace his brother from a small distance—small because he couldn’t bear the thought of any distance between them—they coiled to the surface once more.

      The way she’d crawled over the meadow like a wounded animal, too weak to get to her feet and walk—or no longer trusting her own feet after having them directed by Raynar for so long. Everything inside of him turned black with soot of the fire of vengeance. Raynar had done that to his Mate. He’d used her the way he’d used Joshua Brenheran. Of all the torture she might have been going through, he could have never imagined that. A torture worse than being strung to a table and carved up, and he knew exactly what that felt like.

      So when she’d crawled on her hands and knees toward the male who’d saved them, guilt wasn’t the only emotion making him silence the need to snatch her from the meadow and carry her wherever she needed to be. It was shame—deep, all-consuming shame—that helped him endure the sight of her arms around Gordan, the closeness between them. Somewhere, at the back of his mind, he was aware that his brother loved Gandrett like a sister. Yet, at the thought of her front pressed against his body, at the knowledge of what she felt like, more fire threatened to fill him. Would have filled him had there been an ounce of him that hadn’t been consumed by shame.

      Shame for allowing himself to fall into despair at the sight of his Mate doing the only sensible thing by robbing the Dragon King of a body to possess. Shame at his selfishness when he’d pleaded to the gods for it not to work, for Raynar to somehow hold her life and preserve it because he needed a body to dwell in. Shame for giving up the moment her heart had stopped beating.

      Grief had swallowed him so thoroughly that he had no longer cared what would happen to his own life, and had it not been for Gordan, he would still be shedding his tears over Gandrett’s death instead of reprimanding himself for his stupidity.

      He could have grabbed her and run the second Raynar’s grasp on her body had faded. Could have bolted from the tower to find Gordan and take Gandrett’s body to safety. Even if it would have been merely to bury her in dignity.

      But the pain of losing a Mate—

      He’d thought he’d felt it, centuries ago, with Ygri. But that had been nothing compared to the blinding agony of losing Gandrett.

      His breath left him in a rush at the mere memory of that moment when her heart had stopped beating.

      It had been his brother, who had not given up, who’d somehow found a way to break free a dragon from Raynar’s hold. And that dragon—Addie—

      Reluctantly, he tore his gaze from his Mate and his brother and the emotion hovering around them like a presence of its own, to find the black dragon with the winter-blue gaze curled up beneath a tree.

      He had yet to learn how Gordan had managed to make her help them. Something about the way the dragon kept staring at the male reminded him of the confused anticipation of a cat uncertain if it was bored with a toy or ready to catch it with its claws.

      Grinding his teeth at the sensation of being unneeded, maybe even unwanted by his Mate at this moment, Nehelon prowled toward the grazing horses where he leaned against a tree trunk and closed his eyes until Gordan’s sobs turned quiet and Gandrett’s breathing calm.

      When Nehelon opened his eyes again, Gordan was approaching with a sleeping Gandrett draped over his arms, his footsteps heavier than normal from exhaustion.

      “Here.” His brother gently shoved her toward Nehelon’s chest, oblivious to Nehelon’s internal struggle.

      Not worthy. He was no longer worthy of her after how he’d failed to find her sooner, to spare her weeks of not being the master of her own thoughts and actions. If he was lucky, she would tell him about what horrors the Dragon King had put her through so he could at least share her burden. What he’d seen in those short moments he’d witnessed Raynar’s hold on her was enough to last for a lifetime of nightmares.

      “You didn’t need to come back,” he said to Gordan, whose damp cheeks told tales about what he had endured in those moments Nehelon had failed to act.

      Gordan shook his head. “You know that’s not true.”

      Nehelon knew. And it wasn’t just out of duty to his king and queen that Gordan had returned. That deep bond that made them brothers would have brought the male back even to retrieve both Gandrett and Nehelon’s corpses, hadn’t there been any hope to find them alive.

      He reached beneath Gandrett’s shoulders and her knees, cradling her in his arms as he said to his brother, “Thank you.”

      Gordan inclined his head before he headed to the other end of the meadow where Cal had curled up in his dragon form and settled next to a root.
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      In the humid night air of the forest, Addie distinguished the scents of moss and grass, of leaves and bark, of deer and rabbits. The scent of the male resting by the willow she hadn’t noticed until now.

      Maybe it wasn’t even him. It might have been the combination of the other dragon and Nehelon and Gandrett.

      She’d watched the king lay down the woman on a bedroll he’d pulled from one of the packs attached to the horses’ saddles and curl up on the ground behind her at some distance. His hand rested on her shoulder and his gaze on her hair. She could only imagine what he had endured during those moments he’d believed he’d lost her.

      Addie herself knew what it meant to lose someone she loved. After the battle of Eedwood, she’d believed she’d lost Armand until Joshua had told her the truth with his final breath. It doesn’t matter, Addie, if we’re gone. Raynar lied. Armand’s alive. And between Brax and him, Sives will have two great rulers to choose from.

      Her heart swelled at the thought of Armand … and deflated at the next moment when the male who’d broken Raynar’s leash stirred and rose to his feet, eyes on her as if he’d read her thoughts about the Lord of Eedwood.

      Everything inside her stilled as he stepped around a sleeping Cal, who’d shifted back into his human form, clothes intact and in place, and crossed the meadow with a few efficient strides.

      “Addie.” He inclined his head, posture oddly stiff as he came to a halt before her.

      With a huff, Addie lifted her head to meet his gaze. No thought came to her mind as his near-black eyes held hers.

      “I don’t think I’ve thanked you for what you did tonight.”

      Awkward silence spread between them when no response formed inside her dragon skull.

      “What happened in Ithrylan… I can’t even begin to apologize for what he did to you…” His words trailed away as Addie shook her head.

      You weren’t the one to strap me to the ground with your magic—mind control or otherwise. The ache in her throat where Raynar’s grasp had been throttling her was still there. Even swallowing her own tears hadn’t been able to heal it—because it was a memory ingrained in her flesh and mind.

      “I was the one subjecting you to his wrath. Had I not asked for your aid”—he paused, smoothed back his dark hair from his face, and glanced at the star-scattered sky—“you would have never suffered.”

      Whether he’d responded to her words or was simply following his own train of thoughts, Addie couldn’t tell. But the feeling of leading a conversation with the male was almost as overwhelming as the sorrow that came with the likelihood of it being a mere imagination.

      I have suffered enough for a thousand lifetimes, Gordan. She lowered her head back to the ground, staring at the grazing horses so much smaller than her, like toys almost. But she could no longer remember what it felt like to experience them as tall or scary. That had been a different life when she’d needed someone to help her into a saddle. What she’d become was a colossal, scaled beast. A nightmare. The Dragon King’s tool—

      No. Not the Dragon King’s tool. No longer.

      Thank you, Gordan.

      The male stalked a few steps closer and sat down beside her maw, unimpressed by her hand-length, saber-sharp teeth, and followed her gaze to the horses.

      “I don’t know if it is true for all dragons, Addie, but if Cal can shift at will, maybe you could learn how to do that, too.”

      Addie’s heart started pounding.

      Only my maker can shift me. If Gordan was aware that his words were torture, Addie couldn’t tell. But they scorched her anyway, with hope and dread of what hoping again might do to her if it was in vain.

      “Maybe Cal can teach you.”

      Maybe I need to stay like this forever, and I will never get to tell Armand that I love him—

      Slowly, Gordan turned his head until his gaze locked on her slitted dragon eye. “Maybe if you learn how to shift, you will be able to tell me that I was foolish to say what I said.”

      Addie’s breath came shallow at the meaning of his words, obvious and hidden.

      Do you regret what you said? Truly only one part of anything he’d said still resonated within her. The rest had blurred in the pain and dread of their escape. He hadn’t talked to her since they’d landed, so she was confident, his mind lingered on those exact words: She is mine.

      Whether he could hear her or not, Gordan lifted his hand and cautiously placed it right beneath her eye from where her tears had fallen onto Gandrett’s chest.

      “Whatever magic you possess, Addie, by saving Gandrett, you also saved the King of Fae. And me.” He added those final two words like in an afterthought, but they looped around her chest, not like a chain to bind her, but like a caress.

      She blew out a breath, tiny flames illuminating the darkness in front of her snout as she burned a few blades of grass.

      Gordan chuckled. “You know that, under normal circumstances, I would fear you, Addie.”

      You fear nothing, Gordan, or you wouldn’t have asked a monster for aid to defeat another monster.

      Had Raynar still been in her mind, he’d gleefully break her bones for that statement. But Raynar could no longer hear her. And it was because of him.

      What it meant, Addie didn’t allow herself to think.

      “I’ll talk to Cal about the shifting in the morning,” Gordan said as he brushed his palm over her scales to her muzzle before he lowered it back to the ground. “Go to sleep, Addie. I’ll keep watch.”

      It wasn’t an order, but her eyes drooped anyway as Gordan started humming a soft melody that reminded her of sunlight breaking through clouds and gentle wind on her wings.

      For the first time in months, Addie didn’t dream that night.

      

      Draping his woolen cloak over his shoulders, Brax Brenheran left his palace behind without looking back. It didn’t matter if he’d try to protect it from the inside when the danger was everywhere and irrevocably connected to the Dragon King’s control over his people.

      So he’d bid his staff goodbye with the instructions of taking good care of the facilities so, when they returned, they could celebrate a victory. Not that he believed in a victory after everything he’d seen, but it was all he could do when he left them to themselves with a small set of guards to protect them from the more worldly threats lurking behind the walls—burglars, plunderers, anyone who’d always hoped to get a late-night tour of the Brenheran quarters and was ready to use violence to get it.

      Crisp winter air made him pull up his hood as he marched toward the stables, not looking left or right for fear of spotting a pair of frightened eyes and no longer being able to leave.

      Where he needed to go was outside the walls, and there he’d make it before the sun was up to lead his own army for once.

      He ducked under the roof of the walkway to the stables, slid into the stalls, and saddled his horse.

      In the morning, the stable hands would find a note of gratitude for their service and an order to take good care of all horses until he returned. A goodbye that wasn’t necessary for a lord, but in case he didn’t return, he wanted his people to remember him as a kind person, not the quiet grump he might have become after all those losses he’d suffered.

      With a few efficient movements, he fastened the straps on the saddle and led his gelding out of the stall. The animal pranced as if he knew something big was awaiting them, something more than the occasional ride across the grounds. Muttering calming words, Brax heaved himself into the saddle.

      He crossed the gate with a salute to the guards, smiling at their surprised faces at the gesture, and reached the center of what had been the camp in another few minutes. Where rows of tents had been standing a day ago, now, groups of soldiers were saluting as he rode past.

      At the sound of Brax’s approach, Kouyen popped his head out of Leonidas’s tent.

      “I thought you would change your mind,” the commander said with a smile on his face.

      “Honestly, I thought so, too.” Brax slid off his horse, tying the reins to the post in front of the prince’s tent.

      He’d visited Leonidas’s room a couple of times since the attack on the palace to enjoy a few moments of his presence, to hear him speak about the literary treasures of the great library of Ilaton. To watch his beautiful face as he gazed into the distance of memories and dreams. To hold his hand and feel their fingers twine.

      If he could save nothing else in Neredyn, that was what he was going to save. Those moments.

      “Are the others here yet?” He stepped into the tent to have his question answered before Kouyen could respond.

      Around a small table set with candles and maps, Armand, Celius, Dafdya, and Leonidas were assembled, the latter bracing his hand on the corner for support. Brax’s heart did a small leap as Leonidas looked up from the map he’d been studying to meet his gaze.

      “Now, I believe, I have everything I need,” the prince said with a grin as he took a step toward Brax.

      Brax held out a hand to support him, no longer surprised when Leonidas immediately reached for it.

      “My soldiers are ready, my lord,” Leonidas said with a slight bow while his thumb brushed the back of Brax’s palm, sending heat through his body the way it always did, despite what lay ahead.

      “As are the Fae,” Kouyen added as he picked up his sword from where it had been serving as a weight to hold down the maps.

      Armand nodded, indicating that the Brenheran army was ready as well, and helped Celius roll up the maps.

      When they stepped outside, Brax supporting Leonidas’s slow steps, a group of the prince’s men was already taking down the last tent.

      “Will you be all right riding?” Brax asked as he gave Leonidas a boost into the saddle.

      The prince merely smiled and nudged his horse into motion.

      Eyes on the future he wanted, Brax mounted his own horse once more and, again, didn’t look back as he left Ackwood behind to lead the army at his back to an unknown fate.

      They rode till nightfall, made camp, and left at dawn the next day. Day after day, the pace normally too brutal for winter. But the Fae’s magical gifts aided their needs as they melted a path in the snow, shielded them from the icy wind, and conjured fires to warm the soldiers at night. After a week, they’d made good progress toward the center of Sives where the Penesor split into two branches, and Brax’s mind wandered to the fighter who had become the Queen of Fae when they passed the road that led north to Alencourt.

      Once they reached the edge of the Fae lands, they’d be able to slow. But before that, their nights would remain short and their pace fast. The human army would be exhausted by the time they reached a warmer climate, but they’d take a day to rest as soon as they stepped onto snow-free terrain.

      “Your tent is ready, my lord,” one of the soldiers informed him as he emerged from Kouyen’s tent between those fairytale buildings erected from soil and branches that the Fae army called their camp.

      Brax thanked the man and headed for the small tent made of heavy cloth that had sheltered his sleep all those nights. It wasn’t any different from the other soldiers’ other than in size. While his men shared sleeping facilities, he had this one to himself.

      Halfway there, Leonidas called his name, and he found the prince leaning on a stack of wood, chatting with his soldiers. Brax waved and continued his path to find early rest while he could. The pace was taxing on his own body, as was the trepidation of their destination, of what might await them there. If Queen Gandrett—he still had trouble calling her that out loud, but had managed to at least think it—was still in Liri’s hands, there was assurance she was still herself even when she’d become part-Fae. The way his own people had turned on each other in the entrance hall of Ackwood palace was proof enough that Raynar could make anyone do his bidding, no matter how close or far away.

      Stepping into the tent, he shucked his cloak and picked up the cup of tea prepared for him.

      “One would think the gallant Lord of Ackwood would stop to aid me on my path to his tent,” Leonidas said, pulling the flap aside.

      For a moment, Brax only stared. Then he found his manners and offered Leonidas his free arm to help him inside.

      Leonidas shrugged and continued without his help. “It seems moving on horseback has a positive effect on my walking,” he explained when he reached the small table and picked up the teapot to pour himself a cup. “I haven’t needed the cane in days.

      True. Brax hadn’t seen Leonidas use the cane, nor had he seen Leonidas walking much. Now that he’d taken on the responsibility of leading the Brenheran army, he had spent his evenings making rounds through the camp, talking to soldiers and learning about their needs. Thank Vala, the Fae could remedy half of them with a flick of their hands, as for the others—he was certain most of the men would not have objected to having that remedied by the beautiful females and males of the Fae army either.

      Leonidas had done the same, his sense of responsibility demanding it of him and leaving little time other than those few hours they rode side by side each day.

      “I don’t have duties tonight,” Leonidas informed him, eyes on the steaming cup in his hand.

      Brax nodded, savoring the sight of him standing there without aid. The mischievous look on his face, however, made it hard for Brax not to wonder if Leonidas had been planning to come by all along.

      Brax bit his lower lip as the space between them felt suddenly full of heat despite the wintery cold drifting through the seams of the tent.

      “Do you mind if I stay for a bit?”

      Brax shook his head. “Of course not.”

      He should have thought to invite him himself, should have asked him inside the tent the moment he heard his voice, should have offered him tea and a chair and—

      “You seem flustered.”

      He was.

      “The Fae healer said that I will be fully healed by the time we reach the battlefield—that is, if the Dragon King doesn’t meet us halfway.”

      Brax shuddered, both at the good news and the meaning of it; Leonidas would be on the battlefield when the day came. He wouldn’t stay behind in the safety of the camp.

      “Let’s not talk about battles for now,” Brax suggested, calming his breath.

      Leonidas quirked an amused brow. “What would you like to talk about, Braxley?”

      With a quick motion of his hand, Brax secured the flap of the tent and joined Leonidas at the table to set down his tea.

      They’d be exposed to violence and bloodshed again soon enough. All Brax wanted, for now, was not to think about what awaited them.

      “I’m not sure I want to talk about anything. Or if we must talk, tell me a Lapidonian poem.”

      Leonidas nodded and sat on the stool next to the table while Brax remained standing a few feet away, eyes following the prince’s only slightly uneven movement.

      “Belél metris, mes levure dus. Belél metris, munar demor. Lau lefter niserei de malri. Kof seli dremaur faltereski, semblerai estrametarie.”

      “What does it mean?” Brax asked when he could barely follow the dialect except for the greeting Belél metris.

      Leonidas’s face turned serious, the smile on his lips only faint as he locked Brax’s gaze to his.

      “Good morning, my lovely moon. Good morning, my heart’s desire. How I have yearned for your presence. Now that you have come to me, I will fulfill all your longings.” Leonidas didn’t release Brax’s gaze as he got back to his feet. He didn’t as he took one sure step toward Brax either. And he didn’t when he closed that gap completely, placing his hands on Brax’s biceps, and pulled him in so their faces were inches apart.

      Brax’s breath caught as he tried to figure out if he should catch Leonidas before he overdid it, by standing on his own feet and lost balance, or simply lean into the prince and feel that chiseled chest against his.

      “May I?” Leonidas whispered.

      Brax’s eyelids fluttered as he tried to decipher the meaning of the prince’s words. “What?” he whispered, not managing more than that word.

      “Fulfill all your longings.” The mischievous smile returned to his lips a moment before he closed the gap and brushed his lips over the corner of Brax’s mouth like a question.

      A firework of sensations exploded in Brax’s stomach at the feel of Leonidas’s breath on his skin. He gasped in surprise and staggered back.

      Instantly, Leonidas let go of him, eyes a bit wide as if he himself had not been expecting this—or this reaction.“I’m sorry.” His shoulder sagged an inch, “I apologize if I misread—”

      “Do that again,” Brax cut him off before he could misread the here and now.

      In response, Leonidas’s eyebrow wandered up. “Apologize?”

      Brax snorted. “Kiss me.”

      He took a steadying breath, calming the swirl of feelings in his stomach as he reached for Leonidas’s stubbled cheek and stepped closer. “Kiss me, Leonidas.”

      When their mouths met this time, it wasn’t probing. It was wild and hard and full of every word spoken and unspoken since the Prince of Lapidos had returned to come to Sives’s aid. The moments they’d shared discussing the whereabouts of dragons, the poems, the plans they’d made to fight Raynar, the battle for Ackwood when Leonidas had slain the dread of the skies. It was full of those small touches and smiles, of the moments of holding hands, of the words Leonidas had spoken to him without expecting anything in return.

      “I love you,” Brax gasped between kisses. And for the first time in his life, he felt like it wasn’t a lie. For the first time, the touch of a hand on his chest was enough to make the fabric of his pants tighten. For the first time, he couldn’t be fast enough and slow enough all at once. For the first time, Braxley Brenheran felt like he lived.
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      Sitting in a saddle felt oddly familiar, yet it reminded her of not being able to control her own legs. Too quickly was the gelding moving beneath her. Lim, she remembered, and that she’d always liked that horse. But when he trotted after Nehelon’s mare, Gordan right behind her, and Addie and Cal in dragon form at the end of the group, the air to breathe came too slow.

      With images of grain fields in Sivesian summer, she steadied herself. Images of that barn where she’d watched her father tend the horses while Drew had played in the yard. The barn where Nehelon had waited for her when she was older, where he’d kissed her.

      No, that wasn’t a memory.

      Cold sweat beaded her neck and forehead as she remembered that she’d been forced away from her home long before she’d grown into a woman. And he’d been there then, the hand who’d dragged her out of the farmhouse, who had shoved her underwater—Gandrett coughed as images of a hole in the ground filled her mind.

      Then she was back in that hole, water sloshing over her head as she strained against the iron hold of the Dragon King’s grasp on her body.

      “Gandrett,” the voice of the man who’d drowned her at the consecration ceremony rang in her ears. She pushed harder, struggling against the steel locking around her chest.

      Out. She needed to get out before the water would fill her throat—

      “Gandrett, please. Look at me.” Her nose filled with his scent, nameless and powerful, like a command that made even the panic inside her still and listen. “Open your eyes, Gandrett.”

      She blinked away the haze in her mind, finding herself surrounded by trees. From nearby, Lim was eyeing her with cautious black eyes, as was Nehelon’s mare and Gordan’s horse. The dragons weren’t there.

      But close to her, her Mate was crouching on the forest ground, his features torn in agony as he watched her come to her senses. “Hello.” A forced wry smile appeared on his lips even when his eyes remained full of that pain that went right to her heart.

      He reached for her hair, but pulled back his hand as if he was anxious to touch her.

      I’m free. I’m myself. I have control over my own body. Gandrett repeated those words until her heart stopped thundering in her throat and her breath slowed enough for her to get out a word.

      “I’m all right.” She told herself those words the way she’d told herself when no one came to help her when she’d cried and cried those first days at the order.

      The look on Nehelon’s face told her enough to know he didn’t believe her.

      “I’m all right,” she repeated and pushed herself to her feet. The soreness in the spot where she’d hit the ground when she’d fallen off the horse was already beginning to dissolve thanks to her Fae blood.

      Nehelon studied her as she got onto her horse, not moving before she had grasped the reins and reassured them that she was ready. Only then did he get back into the saddle and lead the group further into the forest.

      But he didn’t say another word, a struggle having taken over his handsome features that Gandrett couldn’t decipher, no matter how much she felt his agony as she checked on that Mating bond between them.

      After a minute of focusing on her breathing rather than on the rocking of Lim’s movements, Gordan caught up to ride beside her.

      “Is everything all right with you?” the male asked, eyes scanning her from the side too attentive to pretend otherwise.

      “It will be,” she decided and fell into quiet observation of Nehelon’s stiff form atop his sturdy mare. “Is he?”

      At her question, Gordan’s gaze followed hers to linger on his brother’s shoulders. “You screamed for him not to take you, begged for him not to drown you in that consecration pool. What do you think?”

      All blood drained from Gandrett’s face. “I was screaming?”

      Gordan merely dipped his chin. “From the first night we rescued you, every night when you sleep.”

      He didn’t give her the opportunity to ask what she’d said or why they hadn’t woken her to make sure her shouts wouldn’t betray them in the night. “He tries to wake you, Gandrett. Every night, he keeps watch by your side to make sure those nightmares don’t find you. But they do. And there is nothing he can do other than to wrap a shield of hard air around you, and even then, your screams seep through, fueled by your magic and your terror.”

      Gandrett’s swallow got stuck in her suddenly dry throat. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” She couldn’t look away from her Mate as they continued beneath the canopy of fading green.

      “He asked me not to.”

      “And you promised you wouldn’t?”

      “I didn’t promise anything because I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep it.” Gordan gave her a wistful look that she only recognized because she had chosen to read his eyes when he told her that truth. “He is ashamed, Gandrett.”

      “Of what?” Her heart sank into her stomach at the expression on Gordan’s face, the twist of grief in his features at what his brother was enduring.

      “Of being the one who started all of this. For ever retrieving you from Alencourt, for not recognizing the Meister for who he was, for being the reason you have suffered again and again. He didn’t sleep for weeks when we were searching for you, and now he won’t for fear of missing one word you speak in your sleep. And he himself won’t sleep from shame and guilt, and he would forbid himself from getting too close to you because he thinks you’re afraid of him.”

      Gandrett was sure she’d never heard Gordan say so much in one breath. Before she acknowledged the meaning of his words, she asked, “You shielded this conversation, right?”

      He nodded.

      Of course, he had. When had Gordan ever not had her best interest at heart—and Nehelon’s?

      “He thinks you’ll cringe from him if he so much as comes near you.”

      “Because of his past?” Gandrett watched Nehelon lean out of a long branch’s reach before he lifted a hand and it shrank out of their path as she and Gordan passed through.

      “Because of what he cannot undo,” Gordan said with grave conviction.

      It took Gandrett until early afternoon to digest his words and be able to pinpoint the pained expression on Nehelon’s face as he got off his horse in a small clearing and watched her slide off her own.

      Gordan chose to join the dragons and stalked across the clearing, his gaze returning to his brother every so often as if to check for that haunted face. She hadn’t taken the time to face Addie—not after what the Dragon King had done to the woman. What he had made her do to Addie. Images of the dragon writhing in agony flashed through her mind, and she couldn’t tell if those were her own or those of Raynar’s view that he had left behind in her memory like a souvenir.

      Addie herself hadn’t sought her out either, as if the distance between them kept the fear at bay that this was merely a dream, a short reprieve from Raynar’s games and torture. That left her to seek Nehelon’s company, despite the way he eyed her over Rayna’s back.

      A small smile tugged on Gandrett’s lips at the thought of Kepha picking a horse for Nehelon that carried a name so similar to the evil they were fighting.

      “Are you hungry?” Nehelon asked as he untied his pack from the saddle.

      Gandrett nodded, following him as he prowled toward a fallen tree and settled there. With nimble fingers, he unwrapped a loaf of stale bread and a bag of dried apples. “It’s not much,” he said with that same tone that had filled every word since he’d let her out of his embrace after Addie had healed her, brought her back, whatever they wanted to call it. Gordan had told her in detail what had happened, filling in the gaps in her own memory as she patched everything together.

      She’d wanted to ask Addie about it, but every time she caught her eye, Gandrett was reminded of what it felt like to scream and not be heard. Addie could have been yelling at the top of her lungs inside her mind, and none of them would be the wiser. Of course, she could roar and spit fire, but that wasn’t the same as articulating in words just how broken she was. For Gandrett saw in the winter blue of her gaze the mass of thoughts and frustration, the fear and the hope and resignation.

      Yet, she couldn’t bring herself to face Raynar’s creation the way Gordan did, without fear.

      “It will suffice.” She reached into the bag and extracted a handful of dried apple slices, popped one piece into her mouth, and chewed.

      Nehelon watched her in silence, fingers stiff around the loaf of bread as he seemed to wait for something to happen.

      “Thank you,” she said, holding up the slices remaining in her palm.

      His lips twitched into a grim smile. “There was a time when you were afraid to speak those words to me,” he reminded her.

      She considered him over the short distance, deciding to slide closer to his side so her knee brushed against his thigh. “We are Mates now.”

      A muscle quivered in Nehelon’s leg. “We are.” He heaved a breath, eyes on the place where they touched, and curled his fingers tighter around the food.

      Gordan’s words trickled through her mind as she beheld the purple smudges beneath his eyes.

      “You don’t sleep well?” It was an exercise in patience not to get upset with him for not telling her what had been going on.

      His gaze lifted to hers. “Who said so?”

      “No one needs to say so in order for it to be obvious.”

      A flicker of real amusement crossed Nehelon’s face before he leaned back an inch and braced the hand with the bread beside his hip.

      “I keep thinking of Raynar.”

      Had Gandrett not known Fae couldn’t lie, she would have called him out for it. But perhaps it was part of the truth—if he left out that he had been thinking about the role Raynar had played in her suffering.

      “What conclusion have you come to?” Her stomach felt empty despite the apple slices as she avoided meeting his gaze again.

      “That he is a despicable bastard and deserves to suffer.” His tone told a tale of how he wanted to be the one to make him suffer.

      “He is.” Gandrett braced her forearms on her knees, staring at the fading green of the forest. In the breeze, a falling leaf was dancing, its shades of yellow reminding Gandrett of the Autumn lands.

      She hadn’t really used her magic since she’d awoken from the dark, heaviness that supposedly had been death. If she’d ever believed in Hel’s gentle darkness, she now knew that nothing about death was gentle. At least, not where the Dragon King was involved.

      “When he was in my head,” Gandrett began, sensing Nehelon holding his breath, “he stifled my magic. I wasn’t able to use it to free myself or hurt him.” Hurt her own body to hurt him was more like it, but she hadn’t needed to do that, for Raynar had excelled in using her body to punish her. She absently rubbed her wrist and then her temple.

      Nehelon’s eyes snapped up to the place where she’d last bled—before the knife in her heart.

      She swallowed. “You know of all the things he did to me.” Gandrett searched the tightness of Nehelon’s face, the hard diamond of his eyes. “You must know. You hear me scream every night.”

      There it was. Not an accusation, but the truth. And a bridge for him to take if he was ready.

      For a long moment, he stared at her, conflict working through his features. Whatever he found in Gandrett’s gaze, at the end, he exhaled, chest caving an inch. “Every night I watch you fall asleep, I swear that this night I will be able to ward off those nightmares. And every night, I fail. Every night, you tumble back into the horrors of being possessed by that monster.” He ground his teeth as he searched for words. “Every night anew, I want to comfort you, but when I touch you, you scream even more. As if you can no longer bear it—no longer bear me.” His gaze held hers, diamond fractured into a million facets of insecurity. “And I can’t do it. I can’t watch you suffer over and over again. Even when I came to save you, you suffer. You have suffered because of me all your life. I’ve taken you from your home, have almost drowned you, have knowingly and willingly handed you into Pete’s questionable care. And I’ve done it all for myself.”

      “I forgave you for that, Nehelon. A long time ago,” she reminded him. But his lashes fluttered in denial of her words.

      “Maybe you have. But when I see you like that—every night—I can’t forgive myself. Not for that and most certainly not that I didn’t see Liri’s plan.”

      When Gandrett opened her mouth to tell him that her forgiveness was enough for both of them, he cut her off.

      “I should have put two and two together and seen that she wanted her revenge on you and would come for you. And if she could get you, she’d never hesitate to hand you to him so he could take revenge on me.” The bread crumbled from his hand as he channeled his anger into his grasp. “I should have been smarter than to believe the Dragon King would do anything other than the worst to you.”

      The worst.

      He had done far worse than the worst, but she didn’t say that. Nehelon had fought in the last Dragon War. He knew what Raynar was capable of. He’d lived with his mother and endured her while at the Lost Towers. He also knew what she was capable of. So she inhaled a steadying breath and laid her trembling hand on her Mate’s.

      “We both should have seen it coming. But we were fooled by hope.” Gandrett watched her fingers splay on her knee. “And you came for me,” she reminded him.

      “Not soon enough.”

      His words, so much like Gordan’s, so full of guilt, made her stomach clench and her chest tighten.

      When Gandrett looked up at her Mate, his eyes had become liquid diamond, his scent enveloping her as the breeze changed direction. “Even if that would have been the end, you came. That is all that mattered.” And all that she’d hoped he wouldn’t do for fear of how the Dragon King would use her to hurt him, carve him up, torture him before her eyes. A tear slid from her eyes as he reached for her hand, stopping himself an inch from her fingers.

      Silently, Gandrett slid her hand into his, the warmth of his skin soothing that restless power inside her—not her magic, but something stronger. The fear of what would eventually have to happen entwined with the hunger for revenge for everything Raynar had done.

      A shuddering breath left Nehelon as she squeezed his fingers, and a grim smile formed on his lips. “I didn’t think you’d want me close again after—”

      “After you risked your life to get me out of the Dragon King’s claws,” she finished for him, not leaving any room for self-pity or doubts. “I will always want to be close to you, Nehelon. Always. Even after what the Dragon King has done to me. He has done equally bad things to you.”

      “Taking you from me,” Nehelon agreed.

      “Taking us from each other,” she echoed.

      He led their joined hands to his lips, allowing them to linger on her skin. “Never again,” he whispered onto her knuckles.

      “Never again,” she agreed with a smile as he tucked her hand to his chest, flattening his palm over the back of hers.

      For a moment, she allowed it, before her instinct to keep control of her own limbs won over her need to feel his steady heartbeat.

      Nehelon didn’t try to grasp her hand again. All the while, as they were sitting side by side, watching Gordan talk to human Cal, he merely offered her more bread and some water as he filled her in on all details regarding Cal’s family, Raynar’s dragon army, and the connected minds of the dreads of the skies that had gone silent in the dragon boy’s head since Joshua had taken his own life. And all that while, Nehelon’s thigh didn’t move an inch from her knee.

      Only when Gordan disappeared into the trees to hunt did he get to his feet and pack away the food.

      Cal was bounding toward them, muddy-brown hair bouncing atop his head and still chewing on a slice of bread.

      “I know you don’t want us to fly, but isn’t it time to scout the area?” he asked as he settled on Gandrett’s other side, sliding a good distance away at Nehelon’s warning glance. “Just saying. We won’t learn much about our enemies’ moves if we remain restricted to the ground.”

      With a smile, Gandrett considered Cal’s words and the dangers it would pose if one of the Dragon King’s supporters would see a dragon circling above the forest. It would lead to questions, to attacks, perhaps. But it would definitely lead to Gandrett being unable to close her eyes at night.

      “We’ve talked about it, Cal,” Nehelon said with surprising patience. “Gordan took a great risk when he asked you to shift so close to Raynar’s tower. I don’t want to take that risk again before it’s necessary.”

      “It might be necessary sooner rather than later,” Gordan joined their conversation, a hare draped over his shoulder. He glanced at the direction he’d come from—“I found her just behind the next line of trees.”—and swung the dead animal onto the tree trunk beside Cal, who stared down with the hunger of a growing young man. “We’re in the middle of the forest, and that is the right place to be while on the run from Raynar and his dragons. But we can’t stay here for the rest of our lives. We need to decide where to go from here.”

      Nehelon nodded, his features back to the cold, calculated male she’d once so hated. But now she knew that this was the mask of Nehelon, the thinker. Nehelon, who was weighing each and every option before he made a move. Too much had gone wrong when he’d decided on a whim before, and he could no longer bear to add to that list of failures. Nehelon, who was blaming himself for everything that had gone wrong since that day he’d crossed the threshold of her childhood home in Alencourt.

      Gordan’s eyes shifted to her, a silent inquiry written in their dark depths. And Gandrett understood.

      Despite everything inside her body recoiling from the idea of what they needed to do, she knew that it was their only true chance.

      Strength in numbers. Strength in unity. Strength in a cause.

      A free Neredyn.

      Remembering the queen inside of her, Gandrett found Nehelon’s gaze and held it, willing steel into her spine.

      “We’ll find the Fae army,” she said, pushing herself to her feet—her feet, listening to her command. “And then we march on Ithrylan.”
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      The lilac blossoms had become a familiar sight by the time they reached the priory.

      Drew slid off his horse, not even half as exhausted from the journey as he’d expected, and that wasn’t because of his Fae blood, but because of the multitude of thin water lines criss crossing through the desert like a spiderweb. Beside him, Surel was tying her horse to the post in front of the stables, her face beaded with sweat and her eyes tired.

      He didn’t fail to notice that Valyn was observing the same thing. Only, the male’s gaze didn’t linger on Surel’s face, but followed the trail of sweat pasting her shirt to her body between her shoulders.

      At the gates, the guards had let them in willingly, with no questions about what they wanted or needed, and certainly no death threats the way he’d experienced that first time before he’d fumbled Gandrett’s message from his pocket and someone had been sent to the Meister to verify he was allowed inside.

      “Priestess Soli should be at the temple,” the boy taking Drew’s horse announced before he led the mount away.

      Drew hadn’t asked, but with Surel the only Child of Vala in their traveling party—a Vala-blessed—the child had assumed that the priestess was who they were here for. And he wasn’t wrong.

      What had surprised him, though, was that no one had commented on the tiny army they had left outside the gates. Not one single word. Fifty Fae soldiers in armor and banners of the Autumn court. Drew instinctively brought his hand to his chest, half-expecting the Stesea coat of arms to have grown over his travel clothes.

      “Very well, then.” A bit farther down the front of the stables, Palvin jerked his chin at Warren, who marched to the commander’s side as he started walking.

      Silently, the rest of their group fell into step behind them.

      Drew wasn’t upset that he didn’t need to take the lead. Much as it honored him that Palvin had suggested handing him the role once at the priory, Drew had decided if anyone should be leading the group, it was Surel. She knew both the priory and the priestess and wouldn’t lead them astray. But that had been boycotted by Valyn’s sudden interest in Surel keeping to the center of the group where ‘nothing could happen to her,’ as he’d called it.

      So Drew had decided it best that Palvin spearhead their mission after all.

      Now, they were walking up the main road to the citadel, the thundering of masses of water a familiar sound that brought back memories, good and bad, of his time here. His chest throbbed at the thought of Kaleb, who’d become his friend just like Surel.

      A glance at the Vala-blessed informed him that her attention was on the children framing their approach, each of them drawing a string of water along the small vegetable fields with their magic. Dusty faces of all hues of tan, bronze, and umber turned in their direction as they halted their work to watch the group march past. Not strangers, Drew realized, except for Valyn. The rest of them had stayed here before.

      “Is it only me, or is that an unusual number of younglings in one place?” the male remarked, his normally so regal expression guarded and slightly awed.

      Younglings among Fae were rare, and with Liri’s curse, generations had passed before their children had been able to continue growing. Drew had yet to see them for himself. During his time in Lei’Vreah, he’d only glimpsed them from a distance, if at all. Kepha didn’t count since she was human.

      But for Valyn, it appeared, the human children were equally fascinating as the Fae younglings.

      “You speak like a true immortal,” Surel huffed, surprisingly not annoyed with the male.

      Even Palvin turned with a grin on his lips as he studied the boys and girls who no longer seemed to be afraid—not of the Fae or of the woman in sand-colored robes, who emerged from a building at the end of the street, making her way down a broad set of stairs and toward them.

      Drew recognized the priestess from his days in Everrun when he’d been waiting for Surel to exit the temple. Priestess Soli often had been at Surel’s side when she’d left after everyone else.

      “I’d heard rumors that an army was traveling the desert,” Soli said by way of greeting, her eyes scanning Palvin with recognition. “But I didn’t believe it would be a Fae army.”

      “What other army would survive a trip through your desert?” Valyn asked from his place near Drew and Surel.

      Palvin turned and shot the male a look meant to kill. And right he was; since they were hoping to find allies in this place, insulting them wasn’t the route even Valyn should choose.

      “Priestess Soli,” Palvin inclined his head in a manner Drew had never seen on the male. Not submissive, and not mocking either, also not respectful. It felt like a mask more than anything he’d ever seen on the male.

      Soli scanned the group, one after the other, until her eyes found Surel with a smile, then glided on to Drew.

      “You have changed since I’ve last seen you, boy,” she noted, not without humor.

      No matter how little he enjoyed her assessing stare, Drew was glad that this woman was now in charge and not the master of torture who had raised his sister and the Vala-blessed at his side.

      “I have,” was all he had to say as he inclined his head the way he’d seen Palvin do, Warren following suit, and Surel bowing the way the Vala-blessed did.

      Only Valyn remained unimpressed by the stern expression on the lined face of the priestess.

      She tucked her grizzled hair behind her ear and smoothed the sleeve of her robe. “And you are?”

      “An ally, I hope, Priestess Soli.” Valyn deigned to lower his head, the gesture not taking an inch from his regal appearance, nor did the dust and grime of travels.

      Soli’s smile was genuine as Valyn stepped forward, brushing Surel’s side as he navigated past her, and inclined his head again. “Apologies, Priestess. We have been traveling for weeks to discuss an urgent matter with you regarding the future of Neredyn.”

      Drew balled his hands into fists as Valyn tore the lead back into his manicured hands. Beside him, Surel did the same.

      “We bring you the heroic Vala-blessed who has done great service by my people.” With a grand gesture, he waved Surel forward, who glanced at Drew with a suppressed eye roll.

      Drew almost laughed at the comical display of kingly demeanor that had no place in the dusty streets of a priory, but he bit his tongue, forced his features into straight stillness, and stepped to Valyn’s side after Surel.

      “Thank you, Valyn, for this opening,” he said without taking his eyes off the priestess, keen not to miss any twitch of her face or narrowing of her eyes. “I’m sure Priestess Soli will want to hear all about it—after we go somewhere more private and perhaps a bit cooler.”

      He could feel Palvin’s stare on his back as he tried to imitate the manners of the courtiers at the palace in Lei’Vreah. His farm boy eloquence forbade him to ever sound as ridiculous as Valyn Idresea, so that was one thing, at least, he didn’t need to worry about.

      “Of course.” Soli waved them toward the citadel where masses of water were plunging from the roof, hiding the entrance behind a wall of foaming wet.

      Drew didn’t object when Palvin gestured for him to lead this time. Instead, he looped his arm around Surel’s to escort her along the dusky, echoing corridor, up a set of stairs, and another before they entered the library. With every step, he noticed Surel’s reluctance grow, and he wondered if her mind had wandered to the Meister at last.

      “Please, sit,” Soli said as she turned—and halted, eyes darting to the point where Surel’s hand was now resting in the crook of Drew’s elbow.

      Soli, Drew noticed as Valyn shifted on his feet, wasn’t the only one to notice.

      “Thank you, Drew. I don’t know if I would have made it up both sets of stairs without help. I’m too exhausted.” Surel’s lie was credible enough for Soli’s eyebrows to unknit.

      Valyn’s jaw, however, worked as he stalked closer, offering his own arm as he nodded at the ornamented sofa near the shelves.

      Drew didn’t slide his arm out from under Surel’s hand, leaving it up to the woman if she accepted Valyn’s help. On the ride through the desert, they’d had some moments of conversation where Drew had believed he’d noticed something like a spark of interest in Surel’s eyes. But the majority of the time, she’d kept close to Drew or even Warren, who told the best stories about Palvin’s youth. That, again, had made for some awkward moments of Palvin scowling while the rest of them had snickered.

      Surel took Valyn’s arm, allowing the male to guide her to her seat, where she sank down with a sigh. “Priestess Soli, I’m telling you, I haven’t been among a group as exasperating as these males since Gandrett beat Elesyn in the training ring. The whining—”

      Drew had no idea who Elesyn was or if he even wanted to know. All that he needed to know was that the priestess burst out with laughter, her golden features crinkling.

      After Valyn had taken a seat next to the Vala-blessed, his gaze giving away that he cared very much about Elesyn, Drew chose Surel’s other side. Palvin and Warren remained standing, falling into the pattern of playing guards the way they had during their first visit in Everrun.

      “It’s good to see you, Surel,” Soli eventually said. “And your friends, too.”

      She offered each of them a smile that reached her eyes. “So you’ve come to find allies? I thought the Fae were marching with their king?”

      “And queen,” Drew added, surprising himself that he cared that his sister’s title wouldn’t be left out of this conversation.

      “Queen Gandrett,” Surel said as if that would explain everything.

      But Soli nodded. “I’ve heard the rumors that a human woman has taken the crown of Ulfray.”

      From the corner of his eye, Drew noticed Valyn’s hand tremble.

      “She didn’t take the crown,” Surel corrected. “She paid a high price to earn what she never asked for.” The gaze of the Vala-blessed wandered to Valyn in emphasis of their meaning.

      “So a Child of Vala has become the Queen of Fae. And the Vala-blessed before me? What has she become?” Soli’s eyes rested on Surel for a long moment before they assessed Valyn with curious intensity.

      “I am still what I was when I left. Maybe a little bit more familiar with the world—even when the Fae realms aren’t necessarily a place that has taught me much about living among normal humans.”

      Soli laughed again at Surel’s statement. “You’re lucky Pete is no longer here. He would have—” Her laugh faded.

      “He would have done all the horrible things to her that no creature should ever do to another being,” Valyn amended for her, and Drew wondered if he had misread the Fae who’d sold them out to Liri, not too long ago, if there was truly a decent male beneath the surface.

      Then he remembered what he’d done to Gandrett and Nehelon to protect his reign, and ice cracked in his veins, cooling the stifling heat in the room a few degrees.

      Soli cocked her head.

      “It’s him.” Surel jerked her chin at Drew. “He developed special powers.”

      “Like cooling the desert?” Soli prompted, the look of curious intensity now lingering on Drew.

      Somewhere behind him, Palvin cleared his throat.

      “Most fascinating, if I may say so.”

      “Supposedly, I have Fae blood.” Drew shrugged.

      “Supposedly, it’s the blood of Vala herself,” Surel added with shining eyes.

      Soli’s mouth fell open, but no words emerged.

      “As does Gandrett,” Surel added. “Even when she’s never summoned so much as a drop of water during her time here.”

      “The Dragon King’s general knew how to stifle her magic,” Palvin entered the conversation.

      Soli nodded, already familiar with who and what Pete Nemey had truly been. “There is more than one reason why the world is better off without him.” She leaned back in the chair she’d settled in and turned back to Drew. “So what is this alliance you were talking about, brother to the Queen of Ulfray?”

      Heaving a deep breath, Drew pulled up all his courage to ask for what he knew they would need more than any provisions to continue their path. “The Fae have partnered with the humans to defeat the Dragon King and were on their way north to aid Sives from Raynar’s attacks. But on the way there, my sister was taken during battle and is now being held captive at Ithrylan, where we know the Dragon King is residing.” He inhaled again, his chest expanding painfully as he waited for Soli’s reaction.

      When none came, he continued, “With the Fae armies in the north alongside the Sivesian legions, and Phornes busy with Prince Taghi’s royal mess, there are only two territories to call upon for aid—Lapidos and Calma.”

      “We’re no longer considered a territory, Andrew Brayton. We are but a tiny group of children of the goddess.” Soli’s words stifled Drew’s hope, but he pulled himself back up, not allowing himself to stop when he’d not even tried.

      “A tiny group you may be, but a group of powerful fighters and Vala-blessed who could decide the fate of Neredyn.” From his side, Surel gave him an approving nod. “And the ones at the priory aren’t who I’m necessarily talking about. The Children of Vala are spread all over the human realms. In every larger village, the Vala-blessed tend to the temples, and the fighters are part of armies and courts and private guards. Why not allow them to fight in Vala’s name for a Sives free from the claws of Shygon?”

      What he truly meant to say was that she should call them in right now and send them on their way to Ithrylan without delay. But who was he to demand that?

      “You want my fighters?” Soli asked with raised brows, hands beatifically folded in her lap.

      “I don’t want anything. I need your fighters and Vala-blessed to give our lands a chance.” Drew studied her with nervous silence. How many times had he spoken about this with Surel? How often had she said that the likelihood that the priory would free their fighters for use by the Fae army at their leisure was unlikely? And how Drew had hoped anyway. “If the rest of Neredyn falls, Everrun will fall, too. And you will have no children to protect and no fighters to wield.”

      Soli lowered her gaze to her fingers as silence spread once more between them. “You speak of danger. Have you fought in a battle, Andrew? Have you watched others bleed and die?”

      Images of the Maraoul attack popped into Drew’s mind, and he shuddered. “More than once,” he said, not failing to notice Surel’s pinned gaze at Valyn.

      “Then tell me, do you wish that upon anyone?” Soli wanted to know.

      Drew shook his head. “But I will go into battle willingly for humans and Fae alike, for I was born human and raised to tend to their lands and fields, and then I shifted into this half-form—not human not Fae—and now I am both. Or neither. But I care for both sides. I will not see this world fall prey to the darkness that took my sister.”

      “Hear hear,” Soli said and reached for a piece of paper on the shelf behind her. “I didn’t know when you’d be coming, but I knew that you would. I did what was asked of me and sent word to our fighters. What is left of them should trickle in over the next days.”

      Drew couldn’t find words as Soli held out a letter on a familiar stationery with the fir-green-and-silver crest of House Idresea.

      My dearest Soli,

      You have never met me as I have never met you. But in our hearts, we are the same. While your magic is that of the goddess, mine is that of her brother. Shaelak has gifted me the sight of the things to come and taught me the fear of watching them come to pass.

      I have seen you in a dead city where no water flows, your acolytes buried beneath debris and ashes between turquoise fires. And I have seen you on the frontlines of this war with a sword in your hand and a chain of water around the enemy’s neck. Shaelak usually speaks clearly. He doesn’t give options, and I don’t interfere. But I see you, Soli. Day and night, those visions alternate until I can no longer think of anything else.

      So I’m writing to you, even knowing that you won’t believe me. I’m writing with the hope for the children of Neredyn who need your protection more than ever: Send for the Children of Vala and prepare them to fight in this war, for it will be over soon, and you will want to have left your mark on this world before you meet our goddess in Hel’s gentle darkness.

      I’m not sending any wishes for good luck, for it is up to you to shape your future. But I will see you before the end.

      Kepha

      At a loss for words, Drew lowered the paper and stared at Soli.

      From beside his shoulder, Palvin said to the priestess, “So you have made your choice.”
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      Soli studied Drew with the sharp eyes of the priestess until his stomach felt like a squeezed lemon. “Do you know this Kepha?”

      Much to everyone’s surprise, Valyn barked a laugh. “Priestess Soli, if I may…” He crossed his legs and leaned back on the sofa, silvery hair sliding over his forehead as he shifted; Drew couldn’t help but notice how out of place the male looked in this humble space, more even than Palvin and Warren.

      “Only if it helps the cause of Neredyn,” Palvin growled.

      Drew didn’t dare speak as darkness filled Valyn’s crystal blue eyes.

      “Of course, it helps our cause. What else do you think I’m here for?”

      Behind him, Warren coughed a sound that suggested it was very clear who Valyn was here for, and that wasn’t the millions and millions of humans they could save through their mission—apart from Gandrett.

      “This Kepha,” Valyn said with such emphasis that Drew believed the words would make the small wooden table between him and Soli crack, “has been tormenting the royal Fae court for the past months, Priestess Soli. And if you allow me to advise you on anything the girl has to say, my advice is to listen.”

      Soli’s eyes widened as did Surel’s. Drew didn’t bother to turn and confirm that Palvin’s and Warren’s were doing the same.

      “She’s a Seer,” Surel added as if in explanation of Valyn’s show of temper.

      Soli held out her hand to retrieve the paper from Drew. “I would have never considered summoning anyone had it not been for the bird delivering the message.”

      “What bird?” Palvin prompted, stepping forward so he stood beside Drew’s shoulder.

      “A gray one, fluffy and with an attitude.” Soli’s features twitched with amusement at the memory of what clearly had to be Riho.

      “He is the king’s messenger,” Valyn noted, not that anyone had asked. But the simple gesture of Valyn calling his brother the king warmed Drew’s heart—and took a little more away from that innate fear of Valyn turning against them all the moment he got a chance.

      “He is a Fae bird,” Soli said with more wisdom than Drew had expected from a priestess who’d spent her life in a secluded place of questionable morals. “And that alone made me think twice before I would have discarded it. The second thing that made me stop and consider was the name.”

      “Kepha?” Surel leaned forward, oblivious to the way Valyn’s attentive eyes followed her movements.

      Soli nodded. “On the Fest of Blossoms a few years ago, a child with that name was supposed to join the Order. She was taken and put on her way to Everrun. But Kepha never arrived.” She met Surel’s gaze, then Drew’s, as if trying to read from them if they were talking about the same Kepha. “She is the only chosen acolyte who never arrived.”

      “Maybe, being a Seer helped,” Valyn offered, and for once, Drew had to smile at the lack of human manners the former king possessed. Or maybe it was merely impatience that pushed Valyn to try to speed up the conversation.

      Whatever the reason, it bought him a smile from Soli and a frown from Surel.

      “You look so much like your brother, Valyn Idresea, that I almost believed Nehelon had returned. I thought he was human when he came to get Gandrett. But now that I know who and what he is, I can’t believe I never saw it. The brothers who slayed the Dragon King.” Something like admiration flared in her gaze.

      Surprisingly, Valyn didn’t bathe in it, but shrugged. “Unfortunately he didn’t stay dead.”

      “A wrong we are here to right,” Surel quickly added, placing a hand on Valyn’s knee to signal him to keep out of it.

      The only effect her touch had was to render Valyn speechless for a few minutes, during which Soli explained how she’d used the network of the Order to call in every Child of Vala capable of fighting and every Vala-blessed who could knit a proper rope to bind and hold Raynar’s armies.

      Maraoul and dragons would be part of what awaited them; they were all aware of it. But the Dragon King had controlled the minds of soldiers and guards in Ackwood. Gandrett had told him all about it. And from Valyn, he’d learned how, in the last Dragon War, he’d used farmers and bakers and blacksmiths and even children to fight, his mind control extending to anyone who’d been unlucky enough to stumble into his path. So it was imperative they go to Ithrylan and fight him there, rather than wait until he came to one of the capitals and make its inhabitants his army of convenience.

      “You may stay at the priory while we wait for them to arrive,” Soli eventually said after she told them that she would wait five more days for fighters to arrive from Lapidos and Phornes, but not from the north of Neredyn.

      Drew didn’t question how she was capable of communicating with them so quickly and instead decided to thank the woman for her hospitality and support.

      After eating with the acolytes in the large dining hall of the residential building, Drew felt like no time had passed since he left with Palvin. If it weren’t for the now fearless faces of the children when they walked the priory grounds, he might have even believed it. But things had changed. The Meister was gone. Soli was taking good care of them alongside Nahir, the kind and humorous housekeeper of the residential quarters.

      “Where is the little boy who left here in the dead of night?” The woman asked as she embraced Drew around the waist now completely dwarfed by his Fae height. Then she patted Palvin’s chest as she found the male chuckling beside Drew.

      “He’s no longer a child,” Palvin said with a knowing smile on his lips.

      Of course, he was no longer a child, even if he hadn’t celebrated his birthday shortly after he’d arrived at Everrun over two seasons ago.

      Palvin’s gaze ran over Drew’s face as he explained to Nahir, prompted by her questioning look. “In order for part-Fae to shift, two factors need to be met. One—they reach maturity, two—they remain on Fae soil long enough for the shift to happen. So if you’re hoping to find a boy, I can’t help you. If you are looking for a grown male, I present Andrew Brayton.”

      “No longer a boy,” Nahir repeated as her eyes wandered back and forth between Drew and Palvin, and her lips curled in response. “I can see you played a big part in that.”

      Palvin ground his teeth as they parted for their quarters—the same outbuilding where Drew had taken up residence during his weeks-long stay when he’d waited for Gandrett, then waited for his escape.

      “What was that about?” Drew asked. As they turned he opened the door to memories of fear and loneliness.

      Palvin merely shrugged and strode right for the bedroom on the ground floor. “I’ll take this one,” he announced while Surel, Valyn, and Warren made their way to the second floor where plenty of empty rooms would be waiting for them to choose from.

      Drew frowned at Palvin. “That is my bedroom.”

      Palvin shrugged again.

      “I used to stay there,” Drew emphasized.

      Palvin gave him a smirk. “I know.”

      “So why are you claiming it then?” Drew dropped his pack next to the desk in the corner, striding toward Palvin.

      “Maybe I like that it smells like you.”

      Drew gaped at the grinning male.

      Palvin gestured into the room behind him. “If you insist it’s yours, I’m happy to share.”

      Drew was about to tell him to go to the darkest corner of Hel’s realm when he noticed the insecurity glistening in Palvin’s eyes.

      “You are serious,” he concluded, and inside his stomach, a flock of crows set off. Not a gentle beating of wings that would have made him feel happy with anticipation, but a potent force of nature that told him this was the moment he needed to let go of allowing Palvin to upset him. This wasn’t about whether Palvin’s claim on Drew’s bedroom was ridiculous or not, but about why he had claimed it to begin with.

      Palvin didn’t respond, the smile completely vanished from his lips as he stood on the threshold as though lost between what was and what could be.

      I care, Andrew.

      By the gods—

      Drew halted a good few steps from Palvin, whose eyes had become guarded, so atypical of the male who’d been merely grumpy for all these months. Grumpy, and then sweet at times. But this—this was a new face that Palvin had never shown him. A face that spoke of vulnerability and desire for something more than this life of fighting and running and surviving. Of intrigue and war and drama.

      It was the face that Drew had spotted when he’d caught Palvin staring at Nehelon’s back all those months ago, but somehow different. Less pained, more … real. This was real.

      He looked the male up and down, marking the etched muscles beneath his linen shirt, the long, powerful legs, arms that had warded off desert lions and Maraoul, and nightmares.

      “There is only one bed in there,” he said, throat suddenly dry.

      Palvin nodded. “I know.”

      Upstairs, doors were closing, footsteps quieting as their companions settled down for the night. A familiar orange-pink glow filled the room, painting warm hues onto Palvin’s umber face.

      Drew took a cautious step closer, realizing the weight of the decreased distance between them. “And you’re all right to sleep in one bed with me?”

      “I’d sleep anywhere with you.” Palvin’s eyes darted to the floor as if to say that he’d lay down right there on the worn, wooden boards if Drew so asked.

      Silence spread as Drew took another step, that distance suddenly unnecessary, unwanted, until he stood on the threshold, facing Palvin, and leaned his back against the frame.

      Simmering black eyes stared into his with an intensity that Drew couldn’t remember ever having gleaned. “Which one will it be, Andrew? The floor or the bed?”

      Drew swallowed. Not that it mattered now, but—“I thought you were in love with Nehelon.”

      The intensity in Palvin’s eyes didn’t balk. “Nehelon and Valyn are both excellent to look at. But it’s you who I want, Andrew.” He mirrored Drew’s pose, bracing his spine against the doorframe. “When I go to sleep, it is you who I think of.”

      To sleep—

      That wasn’t what either of them had in mind as they stared at each other, the air between them thick with Palvin’s desert-wind scent.

      Drew reached around them with his magic, a swirl of ice glinting in the sunset light as he conjured a shield.

      “Magnificent,” Palvin commented, perhaps praising him for the first time for his use of magic. But the male’s eyes weren’t on the fractured play of colors, but on Drew’s face, on his throat, on his shoulders, his chest.

      Sucking in a breath for bravery, Drew pushed away from the wood behind him to brace his hand on Palvin’s chest. A memory of the feel of muscle beneath his palm when Palvin had supported him in the Maraoul attack flicked through Drew’s mind.

      At the touch, Palvin made a sound low in his throat that drove heat through Drew’s body. He slid his fingers over the sculpted panes, savoring the strength.

      “Don’t play with me, Andrew.” Palvin didn’t move an inch, entirely still with anticipation beneath Drew’s touch, save for his words. “If you want this, I will make your world tumble in this bedroom. But if you don’t”—his eyes held Drew’s—“tell me now, and I’ll never offer again.”

      Drew didn’t think twice as he placed his other hand on the male’s shoulder and let it glide down the curve of his back until his fingers were on his ass—and, by Vala, if that relentless training of the warrior didn’t show—

      Palvin hissed as he sprang to life beneath Drew’s hands, chest crashing into Drew’s as he pushed him back into the doorframe. Drew grabbed both the front of Palvin’s shirt and his ass as he pulled him closer when he tilted his head to meet his mouth in a kiss of raging fire.

      So that’s what summer tastes like, Drew thought as he nudged Palvin’s lips apart with his tongue, eager to explore, to feel, to burn in the passion he could have never imagined slumbered in the stoic male’s blood.

      Drew moaned as Palvin’s teeth dragged over his lower lip, gentle yet full of demand, while Drew’s hands found their way down the front of his pants.

      “I—” Drew started, wondering how he could explain his hesitation, except by simply saying it. “I haven’t been with anyone.”

      Palvin didn’t stop the roaming of his hands as he kissed along Drew’s jaw. “I don’t know if that helps, but I haven’t been with anyone in over four hundred years”—Drew chuckled—“and before that, I haven’t been with anyone that mattered.”

      His words stirred something in Drew… A delightful flame of desire and more.

      “Follow your instincts, Andrew.” Palvin’s nimble fingers undid Drew’s shirt, leaving a trail of heat where they brushed bare skin. “What you’re doing with your hand—” Palvin groaned as Drew’s palm pushed against the hard proof of Palvin’s desire. “Yes… That.”

      Drew started moving, up and down, each stroke eliciting a new, deeper sound from the male.

      “How about this?” He reached all the way between Palvin’s legs, dragging his fingertips back and forth over the hard bulge.

      Palvin threw back his head, revealing the length of his throat as his hips ground against Drew’s palm. Pleasure raked through Drew as Palvin’s hands mirrored his movements, grabbing and sliding until both their breathing was ragged.

      “Let me try something.” Palvin halted mid-motion, lowering himself to one knee, and before Drew could ask, he tugged down Drew’s pants and closed his mouth around him.

      “Gods!” Drew swore.

      “Indeed,” Palvin agreed with a chuckle, the sound of his words on the tip of him teasing another moan out of him before Palvin sucked him into his mouth again.

      “The bed,” Drew whispered.

      Palvin lifted his head to meet Drew’s glazed gaze. “What about the bed?”

      “It will be the bed, not the floor,” he said, and Palvin laughed as he slid his tongue back along the groove on Drew’s stomach before he guided him to the narrow bed and closed the door with a gust of summoned summer wind.

      Drew’s shield of icy air remained around the room as Palvin gently pushed him down until he perched on the edge of the mattress; then he went back to his knees. He leaned over him, a bemused expression on his features.

      “Magnificent,” he repeated, roaming what he’d freed of Drew’s body before he slid both hands under his hips and guided him back into his mouth.

      Pleasure pooled in Drew’s core, hot and hard and more ready to break free with every lick and suck, with every time Palvin squeezed his ass. Palvin continued relentlessly, humming with approval as Drew lifted his head to watch, to see the male’s eyes lighting up as their gazes locked. And it nearly undid him.

      Nearly. Because a moment later, Palvin freed one hand to grab the hilt of him, and the pressure made him fracture, shatter, and tremble as he went over the edge.

      Only when he was done, random spikes of pleasure no longer quivering through him, did Palvin rise and lay down beside him on the bed, pulling him into his arms.

      “I love you, Andrew. No matter what the morning brings or the war or anything beyond that.”

      For lack of words to speak, all Drew could do was press a kiss to Palvin’s lips before he fell asleep.

      

      Night had settled over the priory when Drew woke again, feeling like he’d been sleeping on clouds, despite the relatively uncomfortable position of his neck draped over Palvin’s bicep.

      What sparse light entered through the window painted the sharp-cut outline of Palvin’s face. Drew almost startled off the bed when he found the male’s gaze resting on him.

      “I thought you were asleep,” he huffed as he caught his breath.

      A laugh rumbled in Palvin’s chest. “I didn’t want to wake you.”

      Drew settled back into the pair of arms that had been his blanket and smiled.

      “We should have done this long ago,” he noted, brushing a kiss to Palvin’s jaw.

      The male’s chest rose with a deep breath. “I would have asked sooner, but I didn’t think you were ready.”

      For a moment, Drew mused into the darkness about all those times that Palvin had eyed him differently, those times when he’d gone out of his way to help Drew, to spend time with Drew, even when his affections had been buried beneath that mask of the grump. Then he asked, “What gave you the courage to ask now?”

      Palvin turned his head so his eyes shone with starlight as he answered, “The knowledge that I might no longer be around to enjoy your company when the war is over—and the fear of wasting the time before we go into battle in case you said yes.”

      Drew rolled onto his side, fingers gliding along Palvin’s mouth in a slow caress. “How about we enjoy the time we have together now?”

      Before Palvin could ask what he meant, Drew slid his hand under the blanket, fully intending to return the favor.

      Neither of them slept another minute until the sun greeted them with the same orange and pink as it had put them to bed.
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      March on Ithrylan. Nehelon had known that the day would come that he would face the Dragon King in battle once more, but after what had occurred when he’d gone to retrieve his Mate had left a mark on him the same way it had on Gandrett.

      He chewed the last bit of roast meat, winking the fire out with his magic as he studied her over the smoking embers.

      They’d spent hours in discussion and gotten to the one and only conclusion—that his queen was right. And as King, he should have been strong enough to want the same. But every time he thought of putting them all in danger again, everything inside him coiled in absolute fear.

      “Cal will be back soon,” Gordan said from where he’d settled on a bedroll near the fallen tree. Behind him, Addie was resting, stretched out on the grass like a cat on its side, her eyes attentive as she listened to their conversation. Had he known that dragons could be friendly like her—harmless almost—he’d have approached the war differently all those centuries ago.

      Addie huffed a turquoise flame as she rolled her head.

      From the corner of his eye, he saw Gandrett flinch, while deep inside him through their bond, he felt how she was pushing down her terror.

      So brave, his queen. So incredibly brave and strong.

      “I hope he brings good news,” Gandrett said, no sign of the battle raging inside her evident in her voice. “We could use some.”

      Gordan dipped his chin, eyes wandering to study Addie.

      “We’re a week’s worth of travel from Lei’Brata,” Nehelon told her. “If you need to take some time to … process, we can go there and—”

      “No.” Gandrett pushed herself to her feet, eyeing him first then Gordan as if daring them to follow as she stalked around them to sit next to Addie’s snout.

      A demonstration of her bravery, and totally unnecessary, but Nehelon didn’t mention that. Instead, he reached over the fallen tree he was leaning his back against and touched her shoulder lightly. A touch meant to comfort her and all he’d allow himself unless she initiated the closeness.

      In turn, Gandrett laid her fingertips on Addie’s claws, dissuading the shaking of her hand so well that not even Nehelon could see it. But he felt it in the bond.

      Addie didn’t move, indifferent to the touch or enjoying it, Nehelon couldn’t tell. Or merely understanding of how important it was for Gandrett to learn to see something the Dragon King made as an ally.

      If only the shifting worked. Cal had been spending the better part of his time explaining in detail to Addie how his shifting worked. By now, he could name the number of scales popping up first on which part of the boy’s body; that’s how often Cal had shifted to demonstrate. But however much Addie tried, she remained locked in her dragon body.

      Maybe, Cal had explained, it was because she wasn’t born a dragon, but made. Addie, however, hadn’t been able to articulate what the problem was. The most she could do was nod or shake her head or roar at them when they frustrated her. But apart from that, Addie had become a silent—if enormous—part of their group.

      Cal had explained a lot of other things as well—like how he needed to eat triple as much when in his dragon form, and if Nehelon heard one more time that Cal’s stomach was too full because he shifted too soon from his dragon form after devouring half a deer, he’d be tempted to find out if he himself could shift the boy right back into his dragon body.

      But Nehelon’s temper, in truth, had nothing to do with Cal or Addie. It all evolved around the knowledge that he couldn’t do a single damn thing but wait and watch from a distance how Gandrett battled her own fears.

      His eyes tracked Gordan as he got to his feet to sit next to Gandrett—closer to Addie, Nehelon noted.

      Gordan had sought out Addie’s presence more often than not, and Nehelon wasn’t sure if that was a good thing. Considering that his brother had claimed the dragon by voicing she was his. The only way a bond would form was if they were Mates, and Nehelon had never heard of such a thing between Fae and dragons. Fae and humans, yes, but dragons—

      Lamore had been Raynar’s mate before he’d ever turned her into a dragon, so that didn’t count. Whatever the magic at work, Nehelon had questions—lots of questions. And he was fully aware that asking any of them aloud might upset Gordan or Gandrett or even the dragon. For if it was true and they were Mates, and Addie was stuck in her dragon form—what were the odds for them to be happy?

      “We’ll find a way to defeat him,” Gordan said as if in response to an unspoken question.

      Gandrett bobbed her head, her gaze still locked on Addie’s.

      It was when Nehelon wanted to reach for his waterskin that Cal’s booming wings announced his arrival and he landed at the center of the clearing, hobbling toward them on all fours before he shifted into his human form beside the fireplace.

      The scent of iron and salt hit Nehelon’s face the same moment he noticed the arrow protruding from Cal’s thigh.

      “By Vala,” Gordan exclaimed as he hopped to his feet, reaching Cal a moment before him and already stabilizing him with an arm around his shoulders. “What happened?”

      Gandrett shrank into the tree trunk as Addie rose to her full height, craning her long neck over her to lower her snout to Cal’s injury.

      “Get the arrow out,” Nehelon said and reached for the arrow himself when Gordan laid Cal down and held down his leg.

      There was no healing the boy if the arrow remained inside.

      He didn’t give Cal a moment to understand what was happening as he ripped the long, polished shaft from his flesh.

      A cry of pain tore the day into bloodied horror as crimson spilled from the wound.

      “They hit an artery,” Gordan noted, attempting to press down on the hole that wouldn’t stop bleeding.

      But Addie pushed him aside, angling her head over his leg and squinting her eyes.

      “What is she—”

      “She’s trying to cry,” Gandrett realized first, and the fear in Addie’s eyes when no tear fell was almost worse to watch than the paling of Cal’s skin as he gasped in pain.

      “You need to let me heal him,” Nehelon told the dragon.

      Addie staggered back, almost thrashing the tree in the process.

      Nehelon didn’t have the time to think what it meant for the dragon not to have tears to heal the boy when he placed his palm over the gushing wound and sent his magic into it until veins and muscles and skin sealed under his power.

      While Nehelon was pouring his magic into the boy’s healing, Gordan kept murmuring comforting words. Nehelon didn’t even listen. All he could think of was not losing him. He couldn’t heal Gandrett’s hidden wounds, but he could heal the boy. So he closed his eyes, focusing on the beating of his heart and allowing his power to flow until Cal’s breathing slowed and he no longer writhed in agony.

      Only then did he allow himself to ask again what had happened.

      

      Back still pressed against the rough bark of the tree, Gandrett watched with wide eyes how the endless gushing of blood ceased under Nehelon’s capable hands. For a moment, she’d frozen at the sight of the dragon landing in the meadow. Like Raynar’s dragons. Exactly like them, with their teeth and claws and scales.

      Like Addie, who had never meant to become Raynar’s pet and who was now free. Free, but tied to Gordan, however that worked.

      With a deep breath, she inched away from the tree to peer closer at Cal’s thigh where fresh, pink, human skin was now stretching over what should have been a fatal injury.

      Safe. They were all safe. At least, for now.

      Nehelon’s head snapped up in response to her slow movements, one hand reaching for her to join them.

      “They are everywhere,” Cal panted as he sat up, hands trembling as if he were going to shift back into his dragon form. Frantically, his eyes searched the meadow as if expecting to find the danger he’d spotted on his scouting trip.

      “Who is everywhere?” Gordan asked, his voice as soothing as ever.

      Cal whirled toward the male. “Men and women in leather armor. They are swarming Ithrylan, Gordan. And they are not our allies.”

      A familiar icy cold slid down Gandrett’s back.

      “They are chanting in tongues I’ve never heard.” He turned to Nehelon then to Gandrett. “It’s not Phornian or Lapidonian. I’ve heard those from travelers passing through our village. And they are most certainly not Fae.”

      Cal’s eyes grew wider and wider as he spoke of the holes he’d spotted in the ground, the ones where humans and some breed of earth and poison seemed to emerge.

      “Maraoul—” Nehelon grunted a curse.

      “He knows he’s vulnerable after losing Gandrett.” Gordan spoke in a soft voice, but Gandrett heard it anyway.

      “He has his own body now. Doesn’t that make him more powerful?” she demanded, trying to pry the image of the beautiful male Raynar had put into her mind once away from her thoughts. To no avail.

      “He lost access to your magic, Gandrett,” Nehelon explained. “If anything, that makes him weaker.”

      Gandrett ignored the impulse to throw at him since when was he the expert on anything Raynar Leyon, for she knew that it had been he who’d slain the male all those centuries ago. He who’d suffered equally at the loss of her. He who’d have given himself to save her.

      She gagged and retched and vomited right there in the grass behind the tree, savoring the taste of bile as it streamed over her tongue—for there was no Dragon King forcing it down, forbidding her most natural, instinctual reactions.

      The pained expression on Nehelon’s face as she met his gaze while she wiped her mouth with her sleeve left a hollow feeling in her stomach. “I’m sorry.”

      In an instant, Nehelon was at her side, fingers brushing her shoulder the way they did so often these days.

      But her nerves didn’t cool; her fear didn’t ebb. The only thing that would change that would be to rid Neredyn of the monster that was Raynar Leyon. And for that, she needed to collect her wits and calm down so she could actually think. Think and do something about him.

      “How many?” Her voice was like sandpaper, but all four of them froze anyway, eyes assessing her cautiously, even Addie’s. “How many soldiers?” she repeated.

      Cal swallowed. “There is no end to them. I found refuge in a hill at the edge of the forest to watch for a while. They keep coming and coming. Thousands. Tens of thousands.”

      Gandrett dipped her chin even when both Gordan and Nehelon blanched.

      “Do they have weapons? Machinery?” It was Nehelon who asked this time, perhaps picking up on Gandrett’s need to control the situation through the bond, maybe feeling that same need himself. However, Cal’s response was no less disturbing when he named the number of tools he’d seen. Siege weapons that seemed modified to become defensive shelters on a battlefield.

      “And arrows,” Cal ended the list of weapons, his fingers running over the smooth skin where Nehelon had healed him. “They have arrows.” He lifted his leg, the motion smooth as if he’d never gotten shot in the first place.

      Gandrett stared her fear in the face and braved a cold smile. “Great.” She ignored Nehelon’s look of surprise, Gordan’s raised eyebrow, the flash of fear in Cal’s eyes, and Addie’s silent headshake. “Now that we know everything about his forces, we make a plan.”

      When she took a steadying breath and climbed over the tree trunk to sit at Nehelon’s side, her Mate didn’t question her. He didn’t shy away from her when she took his hand and squeezed his fingers. All he did was smile back, that calculated male from almost a year ago awakening in his eyes at the prospect of ridding the world of Raynar Leyon once and for all.

      Gandrett called her magic to her free hand and let a flame dance in her palm as she stared into the trees, her senses reaching for what lay beyond.

      “Any sign of the Fae army?” she prompted as she swished her magic from fingertip to fingertip, an exercise, she decided, which might come in useful one day. With everything Raynar was lining up, they might not defeat him with strength and numbers, but they could try with precision and agility.

      Cal shook his head “When I spotted the holes in the ground, I headed right there instead.”

      Reckless boy. Gandrett ground her teeth. He could have gotten himself captured. By Vala, the arrow had nearly killed him. A shot so precise that it had hit where the scales of his dragon form hadn’t been able to protect him—or it had been a special arrow.

      With half a thought, she winked out her fire and picked up the arrow from the blood-soaked grass.

      A hiss lashed from her lips at the touch of iron. She shot an incredulous glance at her Mate, who hadn’t even flinched touching it, even when as full Fae, the iron affected him more than her. An image of him once stopping the blow of her sword with his bare hand made a disturbing entrance in her thoughts, forcing her gaze to their twined fingers.

      Nehelon noticed and started to pull it back, probably misreading her jarred emotions through the bond. With a gentle squeeze, she stilled his hand.

      “Of course, they use iron,” Gordan pointed out. “They are expecting to fight Fae.”

      It hadn’t occurred to Gandrett how prepared the Dragon King truly was. Even when his supporters had been hidden in the courts and villages and even at the bakeries of Neredyn, as Raynar had described it, they were ready—had been pooling Shygon’s power by hunting human vessels and sacrificing them in bloody rituals before burning down houses and farms and entire villages. A different sort of army, hollowing out the kingdoms before they went for the killing blow with their master. And if they were anything like what she’d faced in Ackwood, they’d be controlled by Raynar as well, stronger than the average warrior, unkillable as long as Raynar wished for them to get back to their feet even with a blade through their hearts. That he’d been able to control dragons with Shygon’s blood in his veins wasn’t a surprise, along with humans without the protection of magic sheltering their minds.

      At least, the Fae were less prone to his whims with their shields and their powers protecting them. Maybe it was the blood of the other gods in their veins that kept them out of Raynar’s mental claws even when watered down over millennia.

      “It’s not the iron that got through my scales,” Cal explained. “It’s their magic. They guided the arrow to weaken me. A dead dragon isn’t of use to the Dragon King. I was lucky to get away at all. Had I not been able to dive into the trees and sneak away, letting them believe I plunged to my death after their hit, I would have gotten captured and submitted to the same treatment as the rest of my family.”

      Gandrett shuddered. What Cal had shared about how his uncle had been taken, how his parents had been slaughtered when they’d tried to protect him. About how his ability to share mind with the other dragons had aided them in finding her—

      “I’m sorry we couldn’t save them, Cal.” Somehow she managed to keep the pity off her features. “I’m sorry about what he’s taken from you and what your kind is suffering.” For when one dragon suffered, they all would know. As long as they were in their dragon forms, they’d know.

      “What is your uncle sharing about the armies? Is he aware of the numbers or his own role in what’s to come?” Gordan wanted to know.

      They’d talked about it several times, why the dragons hadn’t interfered when Gordan had gotten Addie to free Nehelon and Gandrett. Even when at first they’d been asleep while Gordan and Nehelon had snuck into the tower, they’d noticed the intruders the moment the screaming had begun. But they’d chosen to stay away, for once, not summoned or directed by the Dragon King to do anything. They’d been hoping for the males to be successful. And they’d tucked their heads back beneath their wings so, when Raynar finally would roam their memories, there would be no images of who had come.

      But ever since the escape, that connection Cal had to the other dragons had gone mostly silent.

      “I can’t feel them anymore,” Cal admitted with a lowered head. “I don’t know if it’s Raynar blocking them or if something is wrong.”

      “There is always something wrong when Raynar’s involved,” Gandrett noted as she met Addie’s gaze. “The two of you still can’t communicate either?” Addie shook her head, and Gandrett could almost read the words in her eyes—no one hears me now.

      Knowing what it felt like to be heard by the wrong people, maybe that was the better option. But she couldn’t help but want to pull the dragon into an embrace. If only her body wouldn’t lock up at the thought of getting any closer than what she’d dared already today.

      “He’ll use them against anyone trying to approach Ithrylan for sure,” Nehelon answered Gordan’s earlier question.

      Nehelon responded with a nod, eyes finding Gandrett’s. “What do you believe we should do?”

      It was there in his question, the offer to make all the choices, to seal all their fates if she so pleased.

      Warmth filled Gandrett’s chest at the clear diamond of his gaze, the way his brow furrowed as she took a moment to consider.

      “I think it’s time for Cal to take a break from his scouting,” she said, giving the boy a smile that wasn’t entirely forced. “And time for Addie and me to take over.”
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      They were mere steps apart when Addie nodded, and Gandrett wasn’t sure who was trembling more at the approach of the other, she or the dragon. If Raynar was aware of everything that had occurred, his wrath would be endless, and Cal shouldn’t be the one exposed to it if that wrath ever found them.

      Addie lowered her massive head, the sight of it from up close now so different from the monstrous creature she’d seen from a distance. There was intelligence in Addie’s eyes, kindness, and an all-consuming grief that Gandrett could full-heartedly understand.

      “We can do this, Addie,” she said as she walked up to the dragon’s neck, knees wobbly at the thought of what Addie could do if Raynar commanded it.

      But Raynar was no longer in her head. Gordan was the only one who had a bond with the dragon now, even if he was nothing close to hearing her; he’d shared that knowledge with them while Addie had been sleeping. Addie was no longer a danger—nor was Gandrett. Even if she still needed to remind herself of it every hour, her mind and her body were her own.

      With a low huff, Addie lowered her head to the ground and waited for Gandrett to find the courage to climb onto her neck.

      Through the Mating bond, a rumble of unease hit her, but Gandrett didn’t turn to face Nehelon when she knew seeing the worry on his face would make her think twice. She simply closed her eyes for a moment and blew out a breath before she grabbed onto Addie’s neck and pulled herself up.

      To her credit, Addie didn’t flinch. Whether it was for Gandrett’s sake or because she was telling her repeatedly that this was not the Dragon King climbing onto her, but her friend, Gandrett couldn’t tell.

      The wind swirled leaves from the trees, carrying them to the other end of the clearing while Gandrett worked on calming her heartbeat enough to not feel like leaping right off the dragon and bolting. It wouldn’t help anyone if she allowed her fears to win—especially not herself.

      “We can do this,” she repeated as she focused on the smooth feel of Addie’s scales beneath her fingers.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Cal asked when Addie lifted her head and Gandrett held her breath. “You look like you’re about to vomit again.”

      “Then I’ll vomit right onto Raynar’s armies.” It was all she had to say before she finally allowed herself a look at her Mate.

      Long streaks of red stained his shirt where he had wiped his bloodied hands, the sight making Gandrett’s stomach clench. Not his blood, she reminded herself.

      He didn’t tell her to be careful even when she could both read it in his eyes and feel it in the Mating bond how much he wanted to. The fact that he trusted her judgement enough to put his protective instincts in check made her muscles ease and her breathing a bit lighter.

      “When you return, I’ll have a berry feast ready,” he said with her favorite crooked grin, and Gandrett could have kissed him for it.

      “I love you,” she told him before she turned to Gordan, who only inclined his head to her.

      “Your Majesty,” he said, bringing a hand to his heart.

      Gandrett didn’t have time to scream when Addie leaped into the sky, wings flapping at her sides with powerful beats. She dug her fingers into the scales, too terrified to apologize just in case her clawing hurt Addie, when memories of the last time she’d ridden a dragon entered her mind with the brutal force of every single time Raynar had violated her.

      But Gandrett kept breathing. And with each booming wingbeat, her lungs expanded more easily.

      “We can do this,” she repeated one last time, voice swallowed by the wind as Addie soared out from between the treetops.

      “Stay low above the forest,” she ordered then cringed at her own tone and added, “please.” She would give Addie no order. Her friend had been in Raynar’s captivity since summer solstice for Vala’s sake—not a year, yet, but three-quarters of one. Even when Sives would remain in snow until shortly before the Fest of Blossoms, they weren’t too far away from that horrible tradition anymore. Whatever would happen this year… if children would be sacrificed once more or that tradition would be put to a stop remained a concern for the day they defeated the Dragon King—if that day ever came.

      With half the calm she had hoped she’d keep, but more than she’d expected, Gandrett scanned the landscape stretching beneath them.

      Addie circled above the clearing once as if not sure Gordan would keep her restricted the same way the Dragon King had again and again. But the male merely waved at them, his smile surreal even from this distance. Beside him, Nehelon didn’t smile, and neither did Cal.

      Addie seemed to take it as her sign to leave, which they did without a look back.

      “We fly north, Addie,” she told her friend as they raced across the treetops, too low to be spotted from afar except for aerial units. If they were caught by a Raynar-controlled dragon, they’d be doomed. The green beneath them turned into yellow and the yellow into brown before they made it to the snow-covered hills that indicated they’d gotten far enough from Ithrylan not to be easy prey. If none of Raynar’s creatures had spotted them by now, it was unlikely they would this far away from where the Dragon King had concentrated his power.

      With every mile, Addie’s movements became smoother, and the wind whipped Gandrett’s hair back sharper. Gandrett reached into her magic, summoning a flicker of warmth to surround her.

      “Are you cold?” she asked Addie. “I can put a layer of heat around you.”

      Addie simply shook her head as if to say she no longer got cold in this form and for Gandrett to save her magic for the time she’d really need it.

      Swallowing all fear, Gandrett leaned forward and locked both her arms around Addie’s neck in an embrace. “It’s horrible what he did to you, Addie. And I’m certain I don’t even know the half of it.”

      Addie’s grumble was clearly one of agreement.

      “One day soon, we’ll face him on the battlefield again, and you’ll get your retribution.” It was a promise Gandrett intended to keep even when her entire body clenched at the thought of coming near Raynar again. She’d do it. For Addie, for her friends, for her Mate, for both her peoples—and for herself. Eventually, she would face the male who was using his father’s grudge to justify everything he’d done, fueled by his hatred, his need for vengeance, his cruelty. “One day soon, we’ll soak the soil of Neredyn red with Raynar’s blood.”

      She meant every word.

      The sun sank over the western edge of the world when they finally cleared the forest. They hadn’t spotted any holes in the ground in the plains leading north from Ithrylan—the road Nehelon had taken her on their first journey together from Everrun. Gods, how she’d hated him.

      At the memory of how she’d accused him of trying to poison her, a laugh escaped Gandrett’s lips, startling both her and Addie, who slowed and turned her head.

      “I’m thinking about what an ass my Mate can be,” she explained with a shake of her head.

      Addie grumbled a sound that could have been interpreted as amused.

      “Did you know that he wanted me to fall in love with Valyn?” She spoke more to pass time as she let her gaze pierce into the distance beneath the falling night. They’d need to take a break before they flew out into the open land. “He locked me in the Fae palace in hopes I’d wake the Fae King from his mother’s curse—which I did—and find the male charming—which I only partly did.”

      Addie glanced at her again, circling higher as if to get an overview of where to land.

      “He was nearly killed by Maraoul. That’s how I truly fell in love with him … I think. Maybe I was in love before. But that’s how it all started.” She didn’t bother to explain that her mind had wandered back to Nehelon and that, with only those short hours of distance, her chest had turned heavy at the thought of not seeing him that night.

      She hadn’t decided how far they’d scout when they’d left, but without finding any trail of either friend or foe, she was reluctant to give up. What kind of queen would she be to return without aid?

      “How about there?” She was pointing at a patch of snowy forest ground beside a frozen creek when an orange brightness flickered at the corner of her vision.

      Addie jerked toward the light at almost the same moment and Gandrett’s heart launched into a gallop.

      “Normal fire,” she reassured Addie. Not turquoise dragon fire. Everything else she could deal with—she hoped. Her hand wandered to the sword Nehelon had handed her the day after they’d freed her. If they got into trouble and her magic wasn’t enough, she could always fall back into her patterns from her time as Vala’s blade. Starting a training routine had helped her those past few days with learning to trust her own body again, and she’d soon fallen into familiar blocks and attacks that Nehelon had watched with vigilant eyes.

      She straightened to get a better view of the source of the flames, but they were too far away to see more than an outline of tents—an army. If this was another set of Raynar’s legions—

      Vala help them.

      “I know you must be tired, but I think we should use the cover of night to find out what we’re dealing with.”

      Addie made an offended sound that Gandrett could only interpret as her having had that very same idea without Gandrett’s monologue.

      “All right then. I’ve never approached an enemy camp from the air, so I leave it up to you to get close enough to read their numbers.” If they could get a count, they’d gain an advantage. If the army was small, maybe two dragons and three Fae would be enough to prevent them from reuniting with their master.

      Addie bobbed her black-scaled head, and Gandrett sent a prayer of thanks to Shaelak that Addie’s scales weren’t white. Anything that would help conceal them in the cloudless night sky would give them an advantage in creeping up on the camp.

      Gandrett wound one hand back around Addie’s neck, pressing tight as the dragon soared northeast high enough to be mistaken for a bird from a distance. The warmth of her magic nearly guttered at the cold wind so close to the stars, but she willed fire into her veins to hold out a little longer.

      With every beat of her wings, Addie brought them closer, and the tents grew before them. Hundreds of them.

      By Vala. This was a city of soldiers, not just a small camp. Tall buildings towered over the lower, rectangle tents that all seemed to belong to different armies. The hand on her sword tightened as she urged Addie to fly lower so she could make out details—colors or shapes that could allow her to figure out what banner they served.

      Addie swirled in the air, making Gandrett’s stomach lunge into her throat. But she held on as the dragon sped along in a sprint before spreading her wings and silently soaring lower above the camp.

      It was then that shouts erupted from between the tents, “Dragon! Dragon!”

      The next thing Gandrett knew, bolts and arrows were flying for them.

      She didn’t think twice as she pushed out her magic to wrap it tightly around both Addie and her.

      And the arrows bounced off.

      

      “Dragon!” someone shouted by the watchtowers. The accent was Sivesian, so it had to be a Brenheran soldier, Armand noted as he rolled to his feet, leaving his bedroll behind on the cool ground as he picked up his sword and rushed from the tent, Celius on his heels.

      The shouts grew louder, archers already at work to bring down the beast before it could wreck the camp with a single breath of flames.

      Celius followed him through the narrow paths toward the heat of the tumult, eyes alternating between the ground and the sky where nothing more than an enormous shadow was visible. Around them, the camp was awakening, soldiers bursting from tents with their weapons in their hands.

      “I think we hit it,” someone shouted in response to urgent demands to hit it again.

      “It’s climbing higher to where the arrows won’t reach,” another soldier complained, the terror in his voice making the hair on the back of Armand’s neck stand.

      “I can’t see it anymore,” Celius claimed a bit farther down the path.

      Armand grasped his sword harder as he approached the provisional watchtower the Fae had erected from soil and magic and wished he had a crossbow instead. Celius cursed behind him as they climbed into the tower to get a better view of the situation.

      “Lord Armand.” The soldiers noticing him first stepped aside to allow him access to the railing.

      “How many?” Armand braced his hands on the clay-like wall and leaned over it enough to see a large portion of the sky.

      “Just one,” the soldier responded, pointing his arrow out into the night.

      “One is more than enough to lay waste to this camp,” Celius remarked, not bothering to give anyone hope.

      They’d known it was only a matter of time until Raynar found them and sent his monsters after them to prevent them from marching on Ithrylan. Apparently, their luck had run out.

      Armand scanned the gaps between the stars until he found the shadow. “There.” He pointed.

      Arrows and bolts launched into the sky as if he’d given a command. But neither of them hit their mark, even when the dragon had decreased its altitude of flying. It circled once before it slowed above the tower close enough for Armand to mark a detail he hadn’t considered simply because he hadn’t thought he might ever get to note it again.

      His heart thundered as he took in the black scales, the pale eyes that made her look like a ghost, but he could see it even in the faint light of the fires lit around the camp. And the shape atop her—not the Dragon King, but a familiar shape that he’d once led around the throne room of Eedwood Castle in a dance.

      “Hold your fire!” He shouted, hand whipping out to the side as if to break the volley preparing to be released. One arrow broke loose from the next tower, and Armand almost lost his mind as he repeated, “I said hold your fire!”

      He dropped his sword and climbed out over the railing, fingers slipping as he grabbed for the edge of the roof.

      “Armand—” Celius tried to stop him, reasoning for caution. The Dragon King had turned the staff at Ackwood Palace against each other. Who knew what evilness this sudden occurrence of Addie Blackwood in her dragon form meant? Another blow delivered by someone they used to trust?

      “Addie!” Armand wasn’t sure if he was screaming her name or whispering it, for atop Addie’s neck, the figure straightened, and Gandrett Brayton’s features appeared in the orange glow of a fire she was spinning between her fingers.

      Lifting her hand in greeting, Gandrett leaned over the dragon’s neck to say something to Addie that Armand couldn’t hear. Addie peered down at Armand, eyes ablaze in a way he’d never seen.

      If they were there to kill him, he was ready. He’d lost so many times—had lost all his soldiers in Eedwood, along with his hope for a united Sives. But he hadn’t lost his love for Addie. Even if she was a dragon now and what he’d once hoped would never come to pass.

      The world could have come to an end around him, and he wouldn’t have noticed as Addie sank before him until their faces were level and she was so close that he could have touched her had he dared to let go of the roof.

      Gandrett smiled at him from high up on the dragon’s neck, her posture tense as if she was readying to face all the soldiers in the camp with her blade if she had to.

      “Hold your fire!” he shouted one more time, eyes not straying from Gandrett’s illuminated face.

      “We found you,” she said, her features exhausted as Addie flapped her wings more slowly, declining with every pause between beats.

      Armand almost leaped after them as they neared the ground, but Celius grabbed his ankle. “I believe it’s best we meet them alive.”

      A tight laugh escaped Armand as he maneuvered himself back into the tower and rushed down the stairs, through the corridors between tents, toward what served as a makeshift gate and was practically not more than a tower-framed gap in a row of more narrow-spaced tents. There he came to a halt, eyes on the black-scaled, winter-eyed dragon and the woman sliding off her neck, landing on wobbly legs.
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      A weight so heavy it threatened to crush Addie was lingering on her chest as she spotted Armand on that roof, his wind-torn hair and hazel eyes and that expression of shock and marvel on his features that had graced them that night he’d come to find her under Eedwood Castle.

      Barely aware of Gandrett sliding off her neck, she remained still as a statue on the ground, anxious to drive away the soldiers with their bows and crossbows ready to fire at her if she so much as twitched.

      Armand was here … and alive like Joshua had said.

      Everything inside her warmed at the sight of him emerging from a gap between tents, not even half-cautious.

      That he trusted her enough not to approach her with a raised weapon almost brought her to tears. Her, a monster. And Armand wasn’t afraid.

      He bounded over the hard, dry ground, hair whipping in the wind. Addie marked the shades of blond in the torchlight, the way the waves spilled to his shoulders as he came to a halt a few feet from her. She didn’t think she’d ever seen it unbound. Maybe during her early times at Eedwood Castle when she’d still been Linniue’s slave and Armand had not taken notice of her in the hallways. But that was like a different lifetime now.

      “Gandrett—” He caught the swaying woman around the waist, cradling her against him like a long-lost sister.

      From the camp, more soldiers emerged, some with crossbows, some with swords or spears, and some with strange, intricate armor and faces too beautiful to be human.

      Fae, Addie noted, half expecting for someone to speak to her. But she hadn’t heard anyone in her mind since she’d been freed of Raynar’s leash. The wind carried their murmuring and whispering across the plain where she’d landed, but she ignored the words of doubt and fear, too used to them to bother.

      Gandrett detached from Armand’s embrace, placing her hands on his cheeks. With her back to her, Addie couldn’t see the expression on Gandrett’s face, but whatever it was, Armand was smiling at the woman, tears in his eyes as he assessed her head to toe.

      “You’re alive. You—” He stopped, eyes locking on Addie’s, and her breath got stuck in her throat as he mouthed those same words at her. You’re alive.

      “Gandrett!” The shout of a familiar young man interrupted whatever Armand had been intending to say as he ran up to them.

      Gandrett released Armand’s face just in time before Brax Brenheran crashed into her, almost tumbling both of them over as his arms wrapped around her in an air-robbing embrace. “Thank Vala,” he mumbled as he kissed her cheek then her forehead and the top of her head.

      But Gandrett stood still like a statue, probably fighting her own fears as another pair of arms restricted her from moving freely. Addie had noticed how she’d avoided being too close to anyone, how even King Nehelon refrained from touching her in any way that restrained her ability to move. And she understood why Gandrett was shaking as Brax’s arms clutched her tightly.

      Raynar had done the same with his mind—yet it hadn’t been an embrace then, but the complete control of a maniac tyrant who had used and abused the woman the same way he’d done with Addie.

      Eventually, Brax let go, eyes turning to Addie. “You freed her. You magnificent dragon.” He inclined his head, and Addie almost cried as no sign of fear shone in the Lord of Ackwood’s eyes. “You brought her back to us.”

      I didn’t bring her back, she thought as she lifted her head an inch from the ground, she brought me back.

      While Brax was examining Addie from a distance, beside him, Gandrett found her legs and arms again and returned to her side, body angled between her and the soldiers who had cautiously taken a few steps closer—to take better aim or have a better chance of wounding her should they need to defend themselves, Addie didn’t care.

      She cared about Armand and that what they’d found wasn’t an enemy legion, but friends—and the Fae army.

      “Your Majesty.” A male with sleek black hair and a proud jaw stepped forward, lowering himself to one knee as he glanced up at Gandrett from slitted eyes.

      A shudder ran through Gandrett as more Fae appeared from between the tents. Twenty … fifty … hundreds of Fae or more, Addie could no longer count as, one by one, they dropped to their knees in acknowledgment of their queen.

      You deserve to have a kingdom follow you, Gandrett, Addie thought at the fighter who had risked so much for them and who had suffered even more. You deserve their loyalty. For Gandrett’s fierce heart and clever mind had already saved one people. She might save the rest as well.

      Had Addie’s dragon form been able to smile, now she would have. But Gandrett’s hand on the side of her face stilled Addie’s thoughts.

      “Rise,” the queen spoke to the soldiers. And the Fae rose, some leaving their heads bowed even when they were back on their feet.

      To the other soldiers, she said, “Lower your weapons, for we bear no danger. We wish no harm. This dragon no longer serves the Dragon King and is on our side by her own free will.”

      Murmurs ran through the crowd, filling the space in front of the camp, more and more soldiers joining between the tents eager to see the Fae Queen and her dragon.

      Her dragon. Addie let the thought echo through her dragon mind, but it didn’t sit right, especially with the knowledge of who had claimed her—and whose she truly wanted to be instead.

      At Gandrett’s words, Brax shouted a command, and the soldiers pointed their arrows at the ground instead of at Addie. Only then did the queen step aside, gesturing for Addie to stand. “No one harms her.”

      Brax and Armand both eyed the young queen before their gazes wandered to Addie, Armand’s with a darkness that reminded her of their conversation under Eedwood Castle, and Brax’s with that silent question if she would fight at their side the way she had to save Armand.

      Addie huffed at them, and Armand’s lips pulled into a smile while Brax took a cautious step back.

      “It’s good to see you again, Addie,” the Lord of Eedwood said with a small bow, his hands lifting when he straightened as if he was going to step closer and wrap them around her neck, but Gandrett interrupted him with her command. “Kouyen,” she addressed the Fae soldier with the sleek black hair who seemed to be the leader of their army, “pick four of your best from your ranks to guard her. And by guarding, I don’t mean make sure she doesn’t harm anyone, but make sure no one harms her.” She sent a warning glance into the assembly before them, and then she turned to Addie. “I’m sorry I can’t take you into the camp. I’ll be back as soon as I can, and I’ll have someone send you something to eat. I know you like your meat roasted, not raw.” A smile played on the fighter’s lips as she rubbed her hand over Addie’s neck as if petting a horse.

      The shiver running through Addie was only half from memories of Raynar doing the same in Gandrett’s body—the other half was from genuine joy at having found, within this mess of darkness, a speck of light that may guide their path.

      Armand’s hazel eyes found her over his shoulder as he led the way toward the camp. I’ll come back to you soon, they seemed to be saying, and Addie’s chest tightened just a little bit at the anticipation of seeing him again—and not being able to speak one word to him.

      

      The look of Addie perched between the Fae soldiers tugged on Gandrett’s chest. Safe. With those males and females, Addie would be truly safe while she caught up with Brax and Armand and the leader of her own armies. Gods, she had her own armies once more.

      Kouyen marched beside her on silent feet, a presence of muscle and determination. Behind them, a female with golden skin and oceanic eyes followed alongside Armand, Brax, and a man they’d called Celius.

      “We were on our way to Ithrylan,” Kouyen said as he waved off the soldiers flanking them when they got to a large tent of fine making that she recognized to be of Fae origin.

      “You knew where I was?” Her gaze strayed to the buildings of earth and roots that had to be the Fae quarters when most of the tents they’d marched between were made of cloth and leather. She’d spotted the Brenheran coat of arms, but also another one that she’d seen before on her travels through Lapidos.

      “Riho stopped by a few days ago. We were going southeast, knowing that our king was going that direction, but then the bird told us of what had happened to you, and—” He paused, facing Gandrett with a familiar darkness in his features. “I’m sorry we couldn’t save you on the battlefield, my queen. I am sorry for what you had to endure.”

      Whether Kouyen knew all of what she’d had to endure, she couldn’t tell. And she wouldn’t fill him in about the details until they were safely inside a shielded tent and Brax and Armand would sit with them to hear the whole story.

      “Nehelon and Gordan came for me,” she dismissed his apology, his pity, for if she allowed herself for one moment to recognize how horrible her capture had truly been, she’d fall apart then and there.

      Kouyen’s mouth formed a bitter smile as he opened the flap of the tent and waited for her to enter.

      A wide table covered in maps dominated the center of the space, but as Gandrett’s gaze wandered past a pot of tea over the detailed drawings of Sives, a tiny figurine captured her gaze. A miniature wooden Gandrett was standing on a drawing of the western tower of Ithrylan. She picked it up, running her thumb over the lifelike carving of her features. A smile—the figurine was wearing a smile. Gandrett couldn’t help but sense a similar one spread on her own face.

      “I found it at the palace library a while after you broke the curse and thought maybe it will bring me good luck if I carry the Savior of the Fae with me.” Kouyen’s gaze lingered on the figurine between her fingers. “I found it on Nehelon’s desk,” he added as an afterthought.

      Gandrett didn’t know what touched her more, the fact that Nehelon had owned a miniature version of her or Kouyen’s admission that he’d kept it.

      “Where did he get it?” was all she thought to ask.

      Kouyen’s smile broadened into a smirk. “He carved it, of course.”

      “Of course,” the female echoed as she joined them at the table. “I prefer the original, though.”

      “I’m sure our king does the same,” Kouyen informed her without losing his grin. “May I introduce Dafdya of Spring?”

      The female inclined her head as she sat on one of the stools behind the table and pointed toward the bulk of figurines farther north on the map. “This is where we are. Sives, Ulfray, and Lapidos united to come to your aid, Your Majesty.”

      Gandrett couldn’t help but immediately like the informality of Dafdya’s tone, even when she’d used Gandrett’s formal title.

      “Dafdya has been taking the role as my second in command while Nehelon and Gordan left the Fae army in my care,” Kouyen explained just as Brax, Armand, and Celius joined them.

      His gaze wandered to the soldier who seemed to belong to Brax’s forces, judging by his dialect as he noted, “One of the fiercest soldiers in this combined army.”

      Gandrett almost grinned at the stars in Celius’s eyes when he studied Dafdya over the corner of the table where he settled after bowing to Gandrett.

      Armand and Brax both remained standing, their faces full of emotions. There were stories to tell, Gandrett was certain, and hers wasn’t the most important one. So she merely threw her arms around a flabbergasted Kouyen before she did the same with Brax, then Armand. “Let’s sit down while you tell me everything that has happened since I left Ackwood all those months ago.”

      And so they did. They told of the spreading of the Shygon cult, of how Raynar’s soldiers had killed Brax’s mother and stolen the crown of Sives—a crown Raynar had put onto Gandrett’s head before attempting to drown her in a hole of ice water. She swallowed the panic rising with the memory. Armand spoke of his capture at Eedwood, how Addie had freed him, his own attempt at freeing her, his failure and losses at Eedwood, the comfort of finding an ally in the young Lord of Ackwood. Brax shared about the Prince of Lapidos’s arrival and his unexpected aid in this war, about the dragon he’d slain, and the more recent attack on Ackwood Palace.

      “When the Maraoul showed up in the courtyard and Raynar turned the palace staff into mindless attackers, we knew it was time to seek out the source of all of it,” Brax finished a long cup of tea later, and Gandrett’s heart throbbed in her chest like a raw lump of meat. What they’d had to endure—

      “Liri is on the move in Phornes and Lapidos where she does Raynar’s dirty work,” Gandrett said after a long, heavy break, eyes on Kouyen and Dafdya. “I saw her at Ithrylan, and I saw her leave with the dragons multiple times.” She quietly wondered how Mckenzie had been faring in the southernmost territory, if she’d faced Liri and survived, if Taghi had found a way out of his bargain with Raynar.

      “How many dragons?” Kouyen wanted to know.

      Gandrett swallowed. “I’ve never seen all of them to be able to count, but more than fifty for sure.”

      “Are they all like Addie?” Armand asked, eyes guarded as if her response might destroy him.

      “They were all human once. But they are different,” she quickly added, reading instant relief in Armand’s face. “They are real dragons, born with the ability to shift.”

      At that, Brax’s eyes lit up. “So Leonidas was right.”

      Gandrett wondered if the light had more to do with Leonidas than the prospect of fifty real dragons. “Where is the Prince of Lapidos?”

      The last time she’d seen him was at the summer solstice when he’d swayed Mckenzie around the dance floor. The rest of that night was a blur of sensations and Nehelon’s scent and that fire he’d stirred inside of her that roared to life at the memory of his breath on her skin.

      Kouyen gave her a questioning glance. If he could scent what had awoken in her, she’d have very much preferred to be swallowed up by the ground beneath the table. But Kouyen merely winked at her and continued the conversation.

      “He remained with the soldiers. Even when your arrival was a false alarm, I’d rather have someone in charge of the soldiers keeping watch while the rest of us so conveniently disappear into this tent.”

      Brax’s lips curled at the side as he turned to Gandrett. “He will be delighted to meet you, Gandrett.”

      The quiet joy in his eyes was so new to Brax that Gandrett remembered that it made her want to inquire about it, but … another time. For now, what they needed to talk about was a plan to smother the Dragon King.

      So Gandrett steeled herself to tell them her own story. She didn’t leave out many details as she spoke of the cell Liri had taken her to, of what the exiled Fae Queen had shared with her about Melore’s blood in her veins, about what it had meant for Raynar after Joshua Brenheran had taken his own life.

      She managed to keep speaking when Kouyen’s hand grasped the edge of the table at the mention of Raynar using her as a host, or as Armand and Dafdya cursed when she told them about what he’d had her do. And Brax’s grim expression when she told them how the Dragon King had regained his own body through her blood—it was enough to spark that panic inside of her all over again.

      “Gordan freed Addie”—she chose the word freed, careful not to mention what it had entailed until it was clear what exactly their bond meant—“and we fled. Now Nehelon and Gordan together with Cal are waiting for us to return to the forest with news of either more enemy forces or of the whereabouts of the Fae army.”

      Brax’s hand found hers across the table, squeezing it, and Gandrett allowed it because of what he meant by it. Comfort, not control. She closed her eyes and breathed until her body unlocked and she could appreciate the gesture, even if it was for a mere moment before she withdrew her hand in favor of picking up miniature Gandrett again.

      “Do you mind if I return this to him?” she asked Kouyen, whose harsh expression had long softened and who was now staring at her with a weary smile.

      “You don’t need to ask, Your Majesty. It has always been his. I’m sure he will be happy to have it back.” I’m sure he is happy to have you back, were the words he didn’t need to speak, but shone in his eyes.

      Gandrett inclined her head in gratitude. Then she poured herself another cup of tea before they started planning their march on Ithrylan.
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      Almost exactly one week after the dragon-riding Fae female had delivered Raynar Leyon’s message, Taghi Saza Brina was looking down at the army assembled at the foot of the palace walls. Thousands of men and women trained to fight with scythe and sword and bow had answered his call to protect Phornes. Thousands were shouting his name now, as he stood before them as their king, and next to him, Miitra as their queen.

      The coronation ceremony had been quick and quiet with only their court and the officials needed to perform it. They’d waited, prepared in secret while they’d summoned their forces for battle, and now their crowns were glittering upon their brows, gold and gems gleaming in the sunlight.

      He’d left the speech to Miitra since she’d always been more convincing with words while he... Well, Taghi had caused too many problems with his words, so he decided to hold his tongue this time.

      They were cheering for their new queen and king, but they were also cheering for the determination of their new rulers to protect Phornes in times of need.

      When Mckenzie had suggested that it might be time to share with his people why the threat of the Dragon King was so potent in their lands, he’d almost dismissed it without a second thought, but when he’d looked into those clever green eyes, Mckenzie’s gaze told him she had a plan.

      Include the people of Phornes into their rule as much as they could, and show them their mistakes and the lengths they’d go to in order to right them. Then it wouldn’t matter when someone would try to steal the crown, Dragon King or a Dumcon. They’d know what material their monarchs were made of and what they had been trying to protect.

      It hadn’t taken long for him to understand that she’d had another angle in mind when she brought it up.

      The Blossom of Khila is what he’d protected. Her. And his people loved her—adored her. So if it was to protect not only their homeland, but also the woman he loved and they had been hoping from the beginning to see at his side, they’d accept his mistake. As opposed to if an enemy of the Saza Brina family spread the news.

      Forbidding himself to glance over his shoulder to where his fiancée was waiting in the hallway, hidden from view and guarded by not only Nalesh, but three other guards, Taghi waved at his army before he kissed his cousin on the cheek.

      Miitra beamed like the sun above them, her own fears well disguised by the mask of the queen she now wore. But at least he’d been right when he’d told Mckenzie that Miitra would never hand Phornes over to the Dragon King.

      So here they stood, clothed in armor and crown, and ready to march north. If he wanted to take their thrones, he’d need to find them on a battlefield far away from Khila, for they would leave in a moment’s time—to victory or to death. But they’d march.

      “Ready?” Miitra asked through her brilliant smile, her lips not moving nearly enough to see she was speaking at all.

      Taghi inclined his head and stepped back from the balcony with a final wave to the men and women bearing the Saza Brina coat of arms. Miitra followed suit.

      

      Heart pounding, Mckenzie Brenheran watched Taghi and Miitra retreat from the narrow balcony facing the shady plains Northwest of the palace. From behind the gauzy curtains, she’d witnessed the numbers collecting over the last few days, each new group arriving adding another drop of hope into their half-empty jar. That they’d summoned that many hadn’t been purely because of the new king and queen’s call to arms, but that they’d given a purpose apart from the obvious—the threat of Raynar Leyon. On the day Liri had threatened them, the day Mckenzie had learned just how perfect Taghi truly was—and not just as a lover—they’d announced to the people in the streets that their wedding would happen as soon as the war was over.

      The response had been overwhelming. Not only had people laid down flowers and gifts for good luck at the palace gates, but the soldiers arriving had offered songs and gifts brought from the farthest corners of the realm to show their appreciation for the pair. Not just for Taghi, but for her—the Blossom of Khila.

      Had she known what would happen, she wouldn’t have waited to announce anything. But the truth was the people had learned of her involvement in committing the Ghosts of the White Death to their cause, and that alone had bought her their affections.

      Taghi smiled at her as he held out his arm to escort her to her horse. True to himself, he hadn’t insisted she stay behind and wait at the palace while the rest of them risked their lives. He’d asked her what she wanted and, when she’d said she wanted to come, had told her he’d hoped she’d choose to do so. Whatever would happen, they’d be together.

      “The horses are ready,” a servant announced.

      Taghi and Miitra shared a glance before, together, the three of them started walking, the guards trailing them through the halls.

      Servants murmured their prayers and wishes for luck and victory as they strode past, the whole palace having come to a standstill at the departure of the King and Queen of Phornes.

      Whatever Raynar had planned to do to rid Phornes of the crowned monarchs, he’d need to hunt them down outside the city while Khila would be in the care of the council in their absence.

      At the doors, Mckenzie turned and pulled away from Taghi’s arm to give Nalesh a hug.

      “Good luck, Mac,” he huffed as he squeezed her around the shoulders.

      “Make sure we have a home to come back to,” she said in return. “And tell the cook I can’t wait to eat her marvelous dishes at my wedding banquet.”

      Nalesh gave her a knowing smile before he stepped back and inclined his head at Taghi and Miitra. “Your Majesties.”

      Taghi’s gaze found her as they crossed the threshold to where horses had been prepared for them, and he gave her a thin smile before they mounted their horses and joined the bulk of the army that was setting into motion.

      They’d taken a different route this time, one where they didn’t need to cross the city to leave Khila. But people had come all the way outside the wall to wish them luck anyway, their shouts a tapestry of hope and worries.

      “Come home soon, Blossom of Khila,” a small voice called from closeby as they made it to the edge of the walls enclosing the city, where the steppes opened before them and the outpost with sleeping ghosts were the only spikes on the horizon.

      Mckenzie turned to find a little girl running beside her horse, reaching toward her with a white flower between her fingers.

      Halting her horse, Mckenzie held out her hand and let the girl drop the flower into her palm. “For the Blossom of Khila,” the girl squeaked before she ran off, toward the safety of the crowd.

      When Mckenzie nudged her horse back into a trot, she found Taghi smiling at her. “What a lucky king I am to call a blossom my own.”

      “And what a lucky blossom I am to call a king my own,” she countered with a grin.

      That was the last time she grinned until they made it to the first outpost an hour later where the ghosts who had agreed to come with them were waiting. Three of them remained behind at the disposal of Nalesh and the guards he commanded at the palace, a backup in case Raynar decided he didn’t care if there were a living king and queen as long as he controlled the capital. An unlikely scenario, Mckenzie had told Taghi, since the Dragon King seemed to make everything personal. And nothing was more personal than attempting to end Taghi’s life.

      The ghosts silently joined them, their tall forms like beacons among the legions. Miitra and Taghi had decided that they’d rather try to hide their secret weapons as long as possible, and that would have been significantly more difficult had they been hovering above the army, easy to spot from a distance.

      They crossed the river after a day’s time, the footsteps of the soldiers like a metronome to her thoughts. Taghi spent most of the time talking to his commanders while Miitra and Mckenzie kept each other company.

      On the second day, they turned northwest, staying the course until they reached the point where the Calma Desert met the coast of the East Sea. No dragons flew over them the entire week; neither did any other sign of Raynar’s wrath occur. Every day, she wondered if the Dragon King had forgotten his promise or if he was merely biding his time to surprise them when they least expected him.

      But they did—every hour of every day, they expected his attack.

      They made camp near the shore, giving the soldiers a day of rest before they crossed the desert. Even if they’d march near the water, it would be a challenge to make it to Ithrylan without losses. They’d brought ample supplies, but in the desert, even those would soon fail them if they didn’t restock. From the ocean, they would at least be able to supply some fish. Everything was better than starving an army on the march to battle.

      Taghi slept beside her each night, his arms draped over her side and tucked under her neck as he held her through her sleep, and he kissed her every morning as if it might be their last.

      By the time the eastern mountain range appeared on the horizon, three more days had passed. Mckenzie had long given up on cursing the heat and wind of the desert; she’d gotten used to being covered in grime and sweat on their trip to the White Death.

      Miitra was telling her about a particularly gruesome part of Phornes’s history when screams ahead brought the entire army to a halt. The ground beneath their feet began to tremble.

      “What is happening?” someone asked nearby.

      Shouted orders were the only response, the soldiers leaping into formation to protect the carts pulling provisions and supplies.

      “What in Shaelak’s name is that?” Miitra’s question took Mckenzie by surprise, and she jerked her head around to find the Queen of Phornes staring at a gaping hole in the ground a few feet away from their horses.

      “Whatever it is, it can’t be good.” Mckenzie drew her sword, just in case, eyes searching behind her for Taghi and spotting him at the center of the army.

      Good. At least, he wasn’t anywhere near the front lines where the noise of battle had erupted alongside hissing screams that didn’t sound human, whatever was lingering down in that hole already attacking in other places.

      By the time Mckenzie turned back to the hole, a group of soldiers had stepped in front of her, eager to protect the Blossom of Khila. They stood frozen, center of gravity lowered as they hovered in anticipation of an attack.

      Nothing came.

      “Close it,” Miitra ordered when, after a minute, they were still standing and waiting for anything to happen. “Grab a shovel and seal it.”

      Her command was passed down the lines to the wagons from where two men with shovels sprinted through a forming corridor of soldiers. They stopped to incline their heads at Miitra before they squeezed past the lines of defense and dug their tools into the sand.

      Mckenzie watched shovel after shovel of dirt disappear inside the hole—a hole just wide enough for one man to squeeze through. A hole without a bottom, it seemed, for even after a few minutes, nothing changed. Not even the slightest change in size, no view of the sand piling below ground. Mckenzie was about to voice that something must be amiss when, with a scream, one of the shoveling men disappeared inside the hole.

      The other staggered back, shovel clutched in his hands like an axe ready to swing as he panted from both strain and trepidation.

      The next moment, a clawed, leathery hand lashed out of the hole, gripping for purchase, and when it didn’t find an ankle to grasp, the lipless face of a saber-toothed monster appeared from the darkness.

      “Kill it,” one of the soldiers shouted.

      The man with the shovel loosed a scream as he lifted it over his head and brought it down on the monster’s forehead, sending it back into the hole. He staggered back, dropping the shovel from shaking hands.

      “What in Shaelak’s name was that?” he asked, his umber complexion having turned greenish.

      Before anyone could respond, the monster shot from the ground again, dripping blood over the pale sand, and grasped the soldier by the ankle. It bared its teeth and sank them into flesh through leather armor and boots. One of the soldiers surrounding the hole sent his short sword flying, the blade meeting the creature’s neck with an impact that must have broken its neck.

      The way the life gurgled out of it alongside its victim’s blood was all the confirmation Mckenzie needed before she turned away. If that was what Raynar had sent as retribution for Taghi breaking his word, then they were all doomed.

      Her gaze strayed across the army where, all around the edges, men were screaming, creatures were hissing, and wounded were being pulled back toward the inner part of the group. If they didn’t find a strategy to deal with this new sort of attacker, they’d be taken apart from the belly of the world.

      “Mac!” Taghi’s shout reached her before she could turn back to their end of the army where the injured soldier was whimpering as he was dragged away from the hole by his companions.

      Her head whipped in the direction of the call.

      Taghi was pushing through the ranks with his horse, on his way toward her, scythe in hand and an expression of genuine fear on his face.

      “Go to him,” Miitra ordered, grasping the reins tighter and nudging it into a trot toward the hole where she helped heave the wounded man onto her horse behind the saddle.

      The soldiers inclined their heads as their queen aided them and turned back toward the hole, ready for the next attack.

      Mckenzie only waited long enough to see Miitra ride back behind the lines of defense before she hurried to meet Taghi a bit farther toward the center of the army near where the healers had started to take care of the jagged bite wounds those creatures left on the Phornian soldiers.

      “Mac.” Taghi took her hand as he stopped his horse beside hers. “Thank Shaelak, you’re safe.”

      “As safe as any of us,” she replied as she watched the light go out of one of the soldier’s eyes. Her stomach turned at the sight of death, and she had to press her hand to her belly to quiet it.

      Taghi grimaced as he sheathed his weapon. “I don’t know what the Dragon King has brewed up here, but it seems this is not your ordinary monster.” He gestured at the healer cleaning and stitching the proof that those monsters hadn’t been a mere nightmare.

      She was about to agree that this was even worse than the Shygon soldiers who’d ambushed them at the outpost. This was—

      Mckenzie’s thoughts were cut short by the screams erupting near where Taghi had come from. The soil caved under part of the army, swallowing at least fifteen men.

      Taghi cursed violently as he reeled his horse around and started toward the place of disaster. Mckenzie was about to follow, but from the corner of her eye, she noticed the gentle rise of the ghosts from their random positions along the legions. Their wings spread like dusty cloth and their spindly figures lifted into the air.

      She’d almost forgotten about them, too shocked by what had attacked them to even think what to do against the monsters.

      The ghosts floated ahead until three of them hovered over the crater, talon-tipped fingers pointing into the gaping darkness. They didn’t speak a warning toward the screaming soldiers who’d fallen and were now crawling for their lives as the monsters from below were clawing and nibbling at them. No, they merely sent a blast of pale flames into the darkness, the fire swallowing up friend and foe within moments.

      Soldiers scattered around the crater that had turned into a bowl of fire.

      The ghosts turned around and returned to their positions from before, faces impassive as if they hadn’t just killed Phornian men in addition to the creatures swarming underground.

      For a while, all Mckenzie could do was stare and listen, commit those screams to memory so, if she ever asked anyone for help again, she’d remember to make rules that involved sparing their own troops’ lives.

      One of the ghosts brushed past her as she landed between the wounded in the healers’ makeshift camp.

      “What did you do?” Mckenzie whirled on it, grabbing her by a spindly ankle and nearly ripping her out of the air.

      The ghost bared her teeth at her. “What do you think I did?” she hissed, her near-black eyes fixating on Mckenzie from a near-black face. “I spared them a slow, painful, and very certain death.”

      “You set them on fire,” Mckenzie pointed out, her free hand gesturing at the crater where Taghi stood too close to the edge to not make her whimper at the sight.

      The ghost just chuckled as she said with her rolling accent, “If you believe death by fire is slow and painful, you haven’t seen the effects of Maraoul poison.”

      Mckenzie’s grasp on the ghost’s ankle slipped when Taghi staggered back, drawing his scythe as he barely avoided the slash of a claw zooming from between the fried Maraoul hanging on the edge of the crater.
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      No. By the gods—no.

      Mckenzie slid off her horse, drawing her sword as she abandoned the mare in the middle of the makeshift lazaret.

      “Taghi!” She stumbled between the parting soldiers, grabbing onto their shoulders and arms for support as she made her way toward the man she no longer wanted to live without.

      His black hair had disappeared behind a curtain of armored heads as he went down—caught by what the ghost had called a Maraoul or simply fainted, Mckenzie didn’t care. The only thing she cared about was getting there, and fast, before anyone or anything could take him from her.

      “Let me through,” she demanded when the men blocking the crater from view didn’t react to her shoves.

      “Stay back, Norha Mckenzie,” one of them barked, the long end of his spear almost hitting her in the hip as he turned just enough for her to see his face.

      “Where is he?” Pushing herself to her toes, she tried to see past the soldiers, her vision obstructed by broad shoulders and backs.

      All right then—

      With a grunt, she dropped to her hands and knees to peer through the soldier’s braced-apart legs. “Taghi,” she screamed as she found only flat soil and the edge of the crater where the flames were gradually dying.

      And no sign of him.

      If he was down there… By the gods—Mckenzie didn’t even want to think about what could have happened.

      The pungent smell of burnt flesh hit her as the wind turned, carrying proof of what was going on down in the crater, and a panic searing her like a thousand suns engulfed Mckenzie.

      “Taghi—” His name was a mumble on her lips as she gathered all the foolish bravery she could find left within her, and for him—for the king she’d loved for months and had only recently won—Mckenzie dove between the soldier’s legs, launching herself at the edge of the crater to see down there.

      The sight she found robbed all air from her lungs.

      A heap of blackened corpses lay strewn across the lumps of collapsed soil, some with human features, some with monstrous teeth, some still twitching and whimpering, others long having heaved their last breath.

      A boulder crumbled from her chest as she didn’t spot any sign of Taghi.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Her fiancé’s voice asked beside her shoulder as his hand grasped her, lifting her to her feet.

      Mckenzie tried not to sob from relief as he dragged her back through the wall of soldiers that parted for their king like a stream for a rock.

      Alive. He was alive.

      She ripped her arm out of his grasp, stepping back enough to assess him head to toe for injuries and, when she found none, wrapped her shaking arms around his waist, pressing her face against the leather armor on his chest.

      “I thought it got you,” she whispered, certain he wouldn’t hear her over the noise of battle in the distance and the screams of the wounded behind them where she’d left the ghost standing.

      “You disappeared,” she said more loudly.

      In response, Taghi’s arms wrapped around her more tightly.

      “One of the creatures tried to climb out of the crater,” he explained. “It tried to get ahold of my leg, but I cut off its arm before it even got close.”

      Now, a sob escaped Mckenzie’s control.

      Taghi dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “I can take care of myself, Mac.” He spoke into her hair when she clung to him for a moment or two, eyes on the soldiers surrounding the crater of dying flames that had almost swallowed him whole.

      “You scared me,” she admitted.

      Taghi was silent for a long moment. “This is war, Mac. It’s dangerous and scary, and we won’t all survive it.” He pulled away enough to look into her eyes, his dark ones full of intense emotion that made another sob break through. “I know you’re afraid to lose me, just as I am afraid to lose you. But I won’t stand by in the safety of the back rows while my soldiers fight and die for something I did wrong. Just as you won’t stand by. We’re both cut from the same type of wood, Mac. We will both rather die than let something happen to the ones we love. And if I die protecting my people, protecting you, I’ll gladly let Hel take me into his gentle darkness.” He smiled as he brushed back a stray strand of her hair. “But not today, Mac. Hel won’t get his hands on me today.”

      Mckenzie didn’t smile back, for she knew all he’d said was true. If they wanted to stand a chance to survive this war, they’d need to have each other’s back—not only in politics, but on the battlefield.

      “We’ll fight beside each other, Taghi. On the field and at court. We won’t leave each other’s side.” It was the only solution she could think of to make sure she’d be there to protect him when the time came again, for she’d saved his life before, and she wouldn’t hesitate to do it again—just as he wouldn’t hesitate to save hers.

      “Promise.” Taghi leaned in to brush a kiss to her mouth.

      “Promise,” she echoed before she deepened the kiss, ready to ignore that the world seemed to be going down around them as Taghi’s tongue sought hers with a gentle stroke. Gentle at first, then with a sort of desperation that Mckenzie felt deep in her core. Her hands delved into his hair, pulling his face tighter to hers until their kiss was a clash of tongues and teeth. “Promise,” she repeated as he eventually pulled back. But this time she meant a different sort of promise.

      Taghi indulged her with a smirk. “I promise to keep you awake the next night we get to lie beside each other with a modicum of privacy.”

      He didn’t need to say that such a night might very well never come for them, for from all directions, the north, the marching of boots on the soil made the ground shudder like the membrane of a war drum.

      “They are coming,” someone shouted from atop a horse.

      Mckenzie rose to her toes to plant a final kiss on Taghi’s lips before she drew her knife with her free hand and readied herself to shed blood.

      

      Nehelon watched the sun disappear behind the treetops in the west, watched the moon take its place instead, watched the stars fade into the morning light and the sun return into the sky all over again. He didn’t move from where he’d settled by the tree trunk Gandrett had used as a backrest before she’d left. All he could do was focus on the flow of air in and out of his lungs, on the strained bond between them, on the flashes of fear that had alerted him at sundown, and the sense of relief that had followed.

      Whatever had occurred, Gandrett was safe after a moment of danger. That thought alone carried him through her absence.

      But he hadn’t been a good companion to either the dragon boy or his brother, his responses clipped when either of them had addressed him as he kept waiting for her to return.

      “Where are you?” he whispered at the pinkish clouds that announced another sunset.

      No sign of Addie or Gandrett. And no tension in the bond since that moment that had almost driven him to disregard his promise to wait for her return and rush after her through the late forest to the gods knew where.

      “There’s some meat left if you’re hungry,” Gordan offered, gesturing at the spike over the fire they’d built.

      Nehelon inclined his head, reaching for the piece of rabbit. Not that he felt hunger, but he knew that, for whatever was to come, he’d need to be at his full strength. Not being able to sleep already took a toll on his body, he didn’t need to add to it by refusing nourishment.

      “She’ll return,” Gordan said as he watched him eat.

      Nehelon swallowed a mouthful, barely tasting the meat. “I know.” And if she didn’t, he’d find her again.

      He turned his gaze to his brother, who was studying him with a crease on his forehead while Cal was sharpening wooden sticks into makeshift arrows next to him.

      “Addie will return, too,” he told the male, wondering if he should address the topic of the bond he’d created with the dragon.

      He’d wondered what sort of magic had severed Raynar’s leash. Only one sort of bond was strong enough to override any sort of attachment, and that was a Mating bond, and if it was such a thing, he wasn’t quite sure if the fact that Addie was now Gordan’s was enough to declare the Mating bond established enough to not destroy it by talking about it. If such a miraculous thing could exist for his chosen brother, he would do nothing to destroy it. The same as he hadn’t done anything to destroy Valyn’s bond with Surel.

      Valyn—

      He wondered where his blooded brother was right now. If he was plotting to overthrow them or working hard on winning Surel’s heart instead. A bitter smile curved his lips.

      “I know,” Gordan echoed and poked the fire with one of the crooked sticks Cal had disregarded as suitable for arrow material.

      Cal had mentioned his parents had been Mates, so the Mating bond was something feasible for dragons as it was for Fae. So in theory, there should be nothing standing in their way.

      Except for her being stuck in her dragon form.

      Nehelon stood and paced for a while, studying the boy as he clumsily carved the thinner ends of the sticks into sharp points.

      “Give me that.” He stopped in front of him and held out his hands for the stick Cal was working on.

      Startled by Nehelon looming over him, Cal wordlessly handed over the piece of wood.

      Nehelon forced himself not to growl. The boy had nothing to do with Gandrett’s absence. If anything, he was the reason his Mate was free now. He’d told them where to find her after all.

      With a sigh, he drew his knife from his pocket and started dragging it down the tip of the makeshift arrow. “This is how you do it,” he explained as he adjusted the angle of the blade to show Cal how to slice thinner layers off the sides of the arrowhead. “We want that thing to break through flesh and bone, don’t we?”

      Cal gave him a nervous nod as he picked up the next stick and mimicked Nehelon’s movements.

      “Better,” he praised, as he kept his fingers busy by perfecting the arrow he was working on. Maybe it would save someone’s life one day soon.

      “So … you’ve been trying to teach Addie to shift?” he asked, attempting to make conversation to put the dragon boy at ease in his close presence.

      Cal nodded. “Tried is accurate. Failed even more accurate.”

      Gordan’s dark laugh grumbled through the tense space between them, and Nehelon wondered if he’d ever experienced his brother so bitter.

      “Why do you think it’s not working?” he asked, forbidding his mind to circle back to the hundreds of things that could go wrong with Gandrett during her absence.

      “Apart from that, she’s not a born dragon?” Cal prompted. “I have no idea.”

      “How did Raynar make her?” Gordan asked, the shaking in his voice concealed well enough for the boy not to notice. But Nehelon knew his brother, sensed the anguish in his tone as he inquired about his Mate’s fate.

      Cal shrugged. “Uncle Mecht said something about Shygon’s power once. That only Shygon’s heir could make dragons.”

      Nehelon ignored the images of the white dragon who’d fought along Raynar’s side in the last Dragon War. Lamore—his mother’s sister. His aunt. Raynar’s Mate.

      A Mate that he and Valyn had killed alongside the Human-Fae Alliance.

      “What do you mean by make?” Gordan cautiously asked, features schooled into unusual coldness.

      Cal ran his blade down the tip of the arrow in a way that Nehelon wondered if the boy would cut himself the next moment, but he refrained from pointing it out, too anxious to hear what Cal knew.

      “Dragons are Shygon and Demea’s creation. Forged by their power. But Shygon, as the god of dragons, breathed life into them. And as Shygon’s son, Raynar can breathe that same life into new dragons.” He paused his carving, thank the gods, saving his fingers from being sliced. “And by breathe I mean replace their blood by the essence of dragon magic over weeks and weeks and weeks.”

      Horror broke through on Gordan’s features. “Bleed them out?” he clarified he’d heard correctly.

      “That’s what uncle Mecht said. The tales of the making of Lamore say that he bled her out for weeks to replace her blood. Only then did she shift into a real dragon at Raynar’s will.”

      Nehelon shuddered. Another sort of torture that he hadn’t yet considered anyone could inflict on a being.

      “But Lamore had been willing. Addie was never willing. She fought it from the first day.” Gordan seemed convinced as he spoke.

      “How do you know?” Cal inquired, his eyes cautiously reading the male beside him.

      Gordan’s throat bobbed. “I’d never felt such disdain and terror as I did when Raynar tied her down with his magic—more than only his magic. He held her leash by whatever bond exists between a dragon and her maker.” Dark eyes found Nehelon’s as a silent question swirling there, trying to break free as Gordan attempted to lock it in.

      “He holds the leash of the dragons he shifts—the real ones, I mean, too,” Cal reminded them. “He shifted them, so they can’t shift back until he releases them. And he forces their loyalty by threatening their loved ones.”

      Yes… Cal had told them before the workings of Raynar’s ensuring his dragon army’s obedience. But it was only now that the meaning of it fully hit him.

      “Raynar is no longer holding Addie’s leash,” he mused. “Doesn’t that mean the person holding her leash now should be able to shift her?”

      Gordan’s eyes widened, the questions in them stilling, dissolving. “I don’t hold anyone’s leash.” A muscle in his jaw feathered.

      “Are you sure there isn’t some sort of bond between you?” Cal asked before Nehelon could stop him.

      Gordan blanched.

      “There must be if you freed her from Raynar’s influence,” the boy continued, oblivious of what it could do to a Fae Mating bond if it was brought to the Mates’ attention before it snapped into place. But didn’t Addie’s freedom of Raynar mean she’d accepted it when Gordan had claimed her? Wasn’t it proof enough that she was flying with Gandrett out of her own free will rather than shredding her at Raynar’s bidding?

      Gordan got to his feet and lifted his gaze to the sky, still like a statue, and for a while, Nehelon believed his brother would turn to stone rather than face the meaning of Cal’s words. That he had the power over a being as strong and magical as Addie. The power over a dragon, just as Raynar had held power over her.

      “How can I shift her?” It was all he said as he stared into the falling twilight.

      Cal shook his head. “I don’t know. It is up to you to reach into that bond and find her—the human her. I can only speak for how it feels for me to shift.” He got to his feet as well, dropping the arrow in his hands as he stepped back from the fire and started shaking. “I reach for that wild, untamed side within me when I want my dragon to appear,” he said and flickered into the majestic brown beast that was dragon Cal.

      Nehelon shrank an inch at the sight of his teeth, at the knowledge of what those could do to human flesh or even Fae flesh, before he reminded himself that this dragon was on their side.

      Cal’s massive shape shuddered once more, and the scales disappeared as he returned to his human form within a long blink of an eye. “And when I want to return to my human self, I reach for the softer sides of my being—the ones that feel and empathize, the ones that care for family and friends and even for a Fae king and his companion.” A smile tugged on the boy’s mouth as he admitted how he felt for them.

      “We care for you, too, Cal.” Gordan took a step toward the boy and wrapped his arms around his shoulders in a bear hug. Nehelon could read the smile on Cal’s face as he was accepted like a brother, like an equal in heart even if he was just a child compared to the two-centuries-old males, even in human measures.

      “Try,” Cal told Gordan as he released him from their embrace. “What’s the worst thing that can happen? That your Mate can finally speak to you?”

      Nehelon didn’t need to see Gordan’s face to know his brother’s mouth had fallen open without any words to leave it. He’d lost a Mate before to the early mention of the bond. It had been done to him on purpose, and in those decades, Gordan had grieved his Mate—

      Nehelon didn’t want to think about what taking Addie away from him would mean, what it would do to the male who had always put others before himself, who’d sacrificed and sacrificed for his chosen family.

      “Gordan—” He got to his feet, placing a gentle palm on the male’s shoulder, and guided him to face him.

      The smile on Gordan’s lips wasn’t what he’d expected when their gazes locked a moment later. The quiet joy and the pain, all at once.

      “Mate—” Gordan whispered. “I have a Mate.”
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      Brax had cried many tears over the past months, and he wasn’t proud of them, but when he listened to Gandrett Brayton’s story, the miracle of her escape, and her resurrection through Addie’s tears, he didn’t care who saw him when salt water streaked his cheeks. He didn’t even care if he sobbed or panted or cursed. All he could see was the face of the woman who’d survived the unimaginable and had been gifted a second chance—as if the gods themselves wanted her to be there to face Raynar when the day came. And come it would, sooner rather than later.

      Across the table, the Fae commander studied his queen with sorrowful eyes. “We’re at your service,” he said to her, bowing his head. “Wherever you want to take this army, we’ll follow.”

      It wasn’t merely because it was what rank demanded, Brax could read it in the male’s black eyes, but because he believed if anyone could defeat Raynar, it was his queen.

      “My army will continue to march alongside the Fae,” Brax decided, finally seeing direction in what Gandrett had laid out for them. He didn’t dare speak for Leonidas even when he was convinced the prince would decide the exact same way.

      March south toward Ithrylan, where hordes of Maraoul awaited them, ready to chew their path through human flesh.

      Armand inclined his head in agreement. “I no longer have soldiers to offer, Gandrett,” he said with the sorrow of all his losses evident in his gaze, “but I will march beside you all the same.”

      “As will I,” Celius seconded Armand’s statement of loyalty. Not a soldier in Armand’s view, but a man of his own choices.

      Gandrett smiled, her moss-green eyes moist with emotion at the support she found after so many months of struggling, of fighting, of hiding her heart, her powers, and nearly losing herself behind the veil of the Dragon King’s control.

      “What about the dragon?” Dafdya wanted to know, her oceanic eyes sharp enough to pierce through tents and walls and men right to where Addie had bided her time outside the camp when Gandrett had left to return to meet with her commander and the lords of Ackwood and Eedwood after a few hours of sleeping on the ground beside her. “Will she fight on our side? Or will she turn on us when she gets close to the Dragon King once more?”

      Brax watched Gandrett’s gaze turn to ice. “If you intend to harm her, I will make you kiss the next Maraoul we come across.”

      Even Kouyen had the good sense to look scared at his queen’s obvious threat.

      “She won’t harm anyone,” Armand stepped in. “She never hurt me even when she was still under Raynar’s command.”

      And by Vala, Armand had been there to witness what Raynar had done to the dragon woman. He’d watched her pay for defying his orders. If anyone had a reason to destroy the Dragon King, it was Adrienne Blackwood.

      “We’ll fly back to Nehelon and Gordan,” Gandrett said to Kouyen after a brief smile at Armand, appreciation for his loyalty toward their friend, “and then we’ll meet again once you cross into the plains of Ithrylan.”

      Kouyen nodded, pointing his finger at the correct spot on the map before shifting the figurines representing the Fae legions a few inches south.

      Brax reached over Celius’s teacup to push the Brenheran army placeholders right next to the Fae.

      Armand eyed the Lapidonian figurines left in the north. “Have you talked to Leonidas?” he asked Brax with a worried expression on his face.

      Of course, he had. He’d rested next to Leonidas for an hour after the long conversation the night of Gandrett’s arrival, careful not to wake the prince who’d passed out after a long shift before Celius had taken over.

      Their early morning conversation however had been mostly led by their hands on each other’s bodies before he’d gotten out any word about what would happen next.

      “Leonidas will be by the watchtowers,” Brax said, unease filling his stomach at the thought of Gandrett meeting the prince. While he still tried to figure out why it bothered him what she’d think of him, Gandrett got to her feet, standing like a pillar of steel as she stared at the map for a long moment as if memorizing the exact location before she turned and headed from the tent with the words, “I’ll come find you before I leave.”

      Brax followed her outside, needing to jog to keep up with her pace.

      “You don’t need to come,” she told him, almost disregarding him as she seemed to retreat into the fighter’s calm he’d observed her use in the training rings with Nehelon almost a year back—and then in the great hall at Ackwood where she’d slain mind controlled guards who’d turned on them under Raynar’s influence.

      “I want to come,” he told her, sighing a breath of relief as she slowed down. He placed his hand on his chest where he was still wearing the necklace she’d smuggled onto his neck when they’d parted in Ackwood. Maybe that was the reason he himself hadn’t fallen to the Shygon cult’s magic, to Raynar’s mind control, or to any other sneaky power that had flowed through his palace. Perhaps Gandrett had gifted him more than just the wish to love someone with his whole heart. Perhaps, by leaving him to set out on her own journey, she’d made sure he’d still have a heart to give to someone.

      As if on a silent cue, Leonidas strode out from between the tents, his limp barely visible anymore.

      In Brax’s chest, his open heart stuttered at the sight of those wild curls, longer now than when the prince had arrived in Ackwood with his army, that proud jaw, and kind gaze.

      “He is still a sight to behold, isn’t he?” Gandrett asked, and Brax noticed her gaze on him.

      Brax only nodded. “A sight to behold and all I could have ever asked for.”

      Gandrett’s responding smile was genuine and warm, and Brax wondered, when after everything she’d endured, if Gandrett could smile like that, he might heal completely of the losses that had scarred his heart. And one glance at the Prince of Lapidos was enough to have an answer. He would.

      “Good to see you again, Gandrett Brayton, Queen of Fae,” Leonidas said with all the grace his own title demanded.

      “And you,” Gandrett responded, dropping into a curtsey that a queen should never apply in any situation—especially not when she outranked the prince by far.

      But Leonidas gave her a benevolent smile, arms falling wide as he pulled the queen into a hug. “Thank you,” he said to the obviously overwhelmed woman whose fingers curled at her sides before she returned the embrace. “Thank you for being a star on the firmament of Neredyn.”

      He released her, smile still in place as he bowed low. “Thank you for saving Brax in Ackwood.”

      No, Brax hadn’t forgotten that he’d shared every last detail of that fateful night when Raynar had snatched Joshua’s body and possessed his mind. How she’d fought relentlessly and sacrificed herself for them all. He hadn’t left out how he’d chosen her over his brother.

      “Gandrett,” Leonidas called her by her first name as he straightened once more, just like he had called Armand and Brax by their names for weeks. Like a friend. “Savior of the Fae, Queen of Ulfray, Hope of Neredyn.”

      That last title, Leonidas had made up, but Brax could see it. Behind her, his own armies would march. Behind her, human and Fae would unite in battle. Behind her, they’d live or die.

      Brax wasn’t surprised when Leonidas offered his own forces without hesitation, nor was he surprised when the Prince of Lapidos reached for his hand as they started walking toward where Addie had been awaiting Gandrett’s return with stoic patience under the scrutiny of both humans and Fae.

      

      Addie was nibbling on a heap of potatoes when Gandrett emerged from the camp entrance together with the Lord of Ackwood and the Prince of Lapidos, the two men hand in hand and glowing with what she recognized as budding love.

      She huffed in greeting, regretting the escaping tiny flame that made the two men halt. At least, her meal was hot once more when she lowered her head back to her food, and Gandrett ushered them forward without an excuse or a hint of fear. Whether the woman was merely putting on a brave face for the sake of her friends or she was truly no longer afraid was impossible to tell. She’d admired Gandrett’s self-control before, and now was no different.

      “Hello, Addie,” Leonidas Aucrosta spoke with that soothing tone he’d used the first time he’d approached her that night they’d landed at the camp.

      He’d brought her food then the same way he’d done a few times since Gandrett had left to speak with the sleek-haired Fae male, Brax, and Armand. A kind man, who wasn’t afraid of her the way the others had been—except for Armand, of course, who knew her and saw in her the woman rather than the beast.

      Brax stopped at a distance, embracing Gandrett before she walked up toward her, apparently ready to leave.

      “I look forward to seeing you again soon, Addie,” the Prince of Lapidos said with a charming smile. “But the next time, I hope we’ll get to spill the Dragon King’s blood.”

      Addie lifted her head and swallowed a potato before she nodded.

      Leonidas Aucrosta practically beamed at the gesture.

      “You’ll get to fight soon enough,” Gandrett reminded the prince of whatever agreement they’d reached, and he inclined his head at her before he stepped back.

      “I’ll see you on the plains of Ithrylan, Queen of Fae,” he said and bowed.

      Gandrett smiled at him as she approached Addie’s side, brushing her fingers over the scales of her neck as if to prepare herself for what she’d need to do next, then turned to Addie. “It’s time to return to the others,” she said, and the meaning of her words weighed heavy in Addie’s chest, especially when from between the tents, Armand sprinted toward them.

      Addie shrank back a step, pulling Gandrett with her as the woman mounted her neck, and almost threw her off on the other side.

      Armand didn’t stop until his arms were around the bottom of her neck, barely reaching all the way around even when Addie lowered her head and held still so as not to hurt him.

      “I never said thank you for everything you did in Everrun,” he murmured against her scales. Addie closed her eyes, savoring the closeness, his trust.

      I never told you that I love you, she thought at him, her chest contracting in a physical reaction to the inability to speak to him.

      Armand brushed his palm all the way to her cheek, stepping back to face her. “I would go with you today if I could, but I’m helping with the armies. My place is here for now.”

      Addie nodded. And my place is at your side. Something inside her stirred, acknowledging that it might have been true a few days ago, but Addie shoved it aside when she very well knew that it wasn’t the whisper of love that tied her to someone else, but a leash of a different kind. A leash she’d pondered during her silent hours in the clearing and while she’d waited for Gandrett’s return. A bond she now understood.

      A bond with a male who’d claimed her—and she’d accepted him. In her desperation to survive, her need to get free of Raynar, she’d accepted that claiming through his words. His. She was Gordan’s.

      Her dragon heart sang a bitter-sweet song for everything she felt for the lord before her and the connection that was now standing between them.

      I’ll always love you, Armand. Even when she now belonged to someone else.

      Addie didn’t look back when they took off into the sunset, her wings carrying her sorrow as well as her joy. Even with everything she’d lost, she had gained more freedom than she’d ever hoped for. No one kept her from flying. No one inflicted pain on her for a stray thought. No one demanded obedience.

      It had been her choice to fly with Gandrett, her choice to carry the queen, and her choice to remain by the camp and wait while the soldiers, both human and Fae alike, had eyed her like a desert lion ready for attack.

      Arms wrapped around Addie’s neck, Gandrett seemed to come to her own conclusions about the situation, or simply needed a moment to process the reunion, the luck and joy of finding their allies alive and already marching toward battle. Hot tears dripped onto Addie’s scales where Gandrett’s face was pressed against them.

      “Tell me it’s all going to be all right, Addie,” she whispered against the wind.

      You know I can’t respond, Addie thought at her, and you know that if I could, I would never tell you such a lie.

      Because likelihoods were high that it never would, and Addie had lived on false hopes long enough.
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      Porridge at the priory wasn’t something Drew would ever get used to. It was bland and unexciting like the rest of the food. No hint of Sivesian or Ulfrayan spices making it interesting. Not that it had to be interesting, just less … bland.

      He lifted his gaze to the male across from him, awed by the smile on his umber face, and returned it with one of his own the way he’d done since they’d spent their first night together. Maybe it was that he knew what Palvin could do with his mouth that made him stare at it more than any other part of him, maybe it was simply the fact that he did smile when all those months he’d barely given him more than a grimace.

      This was Palvin of Summer, the male who loved whole-heartedly. He’d deal with the soldier the moment they stepped back into the training ring to work on Drew’s magic, as Palvin called it. And it was literally that: summoning ice in the desert, shaping patterns from it with the wind he’d learned to wield.

      On the other end of the table, Warren and Valyn were shoveling porridge into their mouths, their expressions matching the taste. Surel hadn’t shown up that morning, probably visiting the temple with Soli the way she’d done every day since their arrival.

      Drew swallowed the last bite and straightened to his feet, no longer noticing the children around them who were shooting curious glances at the group of Fae. He had yet to get used to how different he must look to them. They’d stay behind when the Fae continued east toward Ithrylan.

      Palvin stood, too, running one hand over his short black curls. A part of Drew wanted to imitate the gesture and follow the male’s finger’s path. But a glance from Palvin told him that it was time to enter practice mode.

      So Drew followed him down the row of tables, out the door, toward the secluded part where the fighters of the Order learned to wield weapons.

      “Mind if we join you?” Warren asked as he caught up with them by the corner, Valyn following suit.

      “If you feel like you need a refresher.” Palvin smirked at the warrior first then at Valyn who had the good sense to swallow. “Don’t worry. I’m not the one who can put you on your back with a single blow,” he added. “That would be Drew.”

      Drew almost choked at the smoldering look Palvin shot him when Warren and Valyn weren’t paying attention.

      They entered the training grounds a minute later without a sign of Surel or the Children of Vala Soli had summoned after receiving Kepha’s letter.

      He still couldn’t believe Kepha had shared a vision with the priestess when all he’d ever gotten asking her about them was a scolding, a grin, or a sad look. Whatever the girl had seen, it must have been terrible if she’d chosen to inform someone and interfere with the future. And if what she’d always said was true, whatever bad thing she’d seen would come to pass whether Soli called for the Children of Vala’s aid or not.

      While your magic is that of the goddess, my magic is that of her brother. Shaelak has gifted me the sight of the things to come and taught me the fear of watching them come to pass.

      He’d asked the immortals what they knew about the god of darkness and gotten three different responses and an incredible amount of curses from Palvin. But they hadn’t come to a conclusion of what Kepha claimed could be possible.

      “What are we in the mood for today?” Warren wanted to know as he tied his ginger hair at the back of his head.

      Valyn watched him with a bored expression on his features. “I don’t think you’d understand,” he muttered, surprising Drew with the defeat in his tone.

      “How about you create balls of fire”—Palvin gestured at the moonlight-haired male—“and you wink them out with ice.” He jerked his chin at Drew, a challenge in his eyes.

      “Very well—” Valyn lifted a hand and painted a circle in the air, sparks of fire forming into flames before him and swirling into the space between the four of them. “Go ahead.”

      His gaze met Drew’s, expectant and tired, both.

      Drew focused on the ice in his blood and channeled it into his fingertips before he wove it around every single flame.

      “Very good,” Palvin praised as he unsheathed his sword and went to work with Warren, who was already delivering his first blow. “Try with bigger flames and faster.”

      Valyn obeyed, weaving more fire while Drew weeded through the orange orbs with more ice. Again and again, they repeated that game, flames growing higher and hotter with each round. Drew didn’t complain, half an eye on Palvin, who had taken his shirt off in the baking sun.

      “You spent a few weeks here?” Valyn asked something he knew the answer to.

      Drew nodded anyway, distracted by the view of Palvin’s rippling muscles. “More a few months.”

      “Did you spend a lot of time with Surel?”

      At that, Drew returned his focus to the male swirling fire between them.

      “I did. Why?”

      Drew could have sworn Palvin and Warren were slowing as they listened hard to the conversation.

      “I’ve been trying,” Valyn said, sending a rain of fire between them like a curtain that Drew extinguished with half a thought. “But it’s like she doesn’t believe I can be a decent male.” Valyn didn’t stop when Drew coughed back a comment. “It’s like she doesn’t want to believe.”

      “Maybe the fact that you imprisoned her friends and tried to kill her has something to do with it?” Drew offered, using Valyn’s pause as an opening to attack with ice instead of defending.

      Beside them, Palvin and Warren’s swords kept clanking against each other.

      “I’ve told her that was a side of me that should have never seen the light of day.”

      “Is that regret I’m sensing, Valyn Idresea?” Drew asked with a grin. Not that he wanted to see the male hurt, but seeing him suffer for a bit still felt very much justified.

      “I regret a lot of things, Drew. Your sister falling in love with Nehelon isn’t one of them.”

      Because then he’d never have been free for his Mate. Drew didn’t speak his thoughts. He wasn’t cruel enough to take that away from even Valyn.

      “How much do you like her?” he asked as Valyn melted the web of ice Drew had spun in the space between them.

      Valyn frowned. “Too much.”

      “Can anyone like a wonderful creature like her too much?” he countered, concealing well the direction his earlier question had been pointing.

      “Maybe.” The wistful expression on Valyn’s face surprised Drew, but he didn’t interrupt his training.

      Instead he gave Valyn a smile. “Some things need time, Valyn. And some things aren’t meant to be.”

      Palvin cursed when Warren’s sword grazed his shoulder in a moment of inattention. He shot Drew a warning look, free hand sliding to the small cut above his bicep.

      “And some things are better left unspoken,” he hissed at Drew, who smiled at the woman approaching the training grounds, black curls bouncing around her head.

      “Good morning, Surel.” Valyn pulled in his flames and bowed to the Vala-blessed, too low to be casual and inexplicably inappropriate for his rank—a Prince of Ulfray, now that he was no longer a king.

      Surel’s lips tipped up as they took in his form. “Good morning, everyone. Soli sends word that the fighters have all arrived. Or, at least, the ones who could arrive in time have. The rest will join us on the battlefield if they so choose to whenever they arrive.” She brushed back her hair and braced her elbows on the fence around the training ring. “We’re good to leave tomorrow.”

      Drew’s throat bobbed. Tomorrow.

      So they’d finally leave this short reprieve behind them and continue on their mission to free the Queen of Fae.

      Palvin’s gaze was waiting for Drew’s when he glanced at the male to confirm he was equally reluctant and excited to go.

      “Will you be coming with us?” Valyn asked Surel, stepping toward the fence and wiping his palms on the front of his linen shirt-impeccably clean, of course, even in this dusty hole that Everrun was.

      Drew’s chest ached at the look Valyn gave her.

      “I’ll go wherever the goddess sends me,” she told him with a smile, and Drew could have sworn Valyn’s eyes lit up like stars at the gesture.

      Poor male.

      While Drew had observed Surel flirt with the older boys in the Order when he’d first stayed there on his quest to find his sister, the Vala-blessed’s demeanor had changed since he’d met her again in Lei’Vreah. Whether it had something to do with being constantly surrounded by beautiful males that it no longer made an impact, or with what had happened on her journey with Gandrett to save Nehelon from the Lost Towers, he couldn’t tell. But something had changed in her, and it wasn’t necessarily for the worse. If anything, Surel had become more serious about everything she did, more genuine with her friendship, and closer to Vala, despite everything that had happened at the priory—maybe because of everything that had happened. That the pain and torment hadn’t been the will of the goddess who’d blessed her, but that of a Shygon-devoted general on a mission to sabotage Vala’s sacred place.

      Drew shook his head as he followed Valyn and Surel back to the temple, Palvin and Warren flanking him, both with their shirts on again.

      Palvin’s arm brushed against Drew’s every other step, the touch sending sparks of heat and a sense of calm into him all at once.

      The waterfall thundered idly from the citadel as Surel led them back to the temple, and Drew wondered what force bound that mass of water. If all of it was distributed over the desert, would it become inhabitable once more?

      “Inside.” Surel ushered them up the stairs toward the high, carved doors.

      Drew had never gotten close to the inside of the temple in all his time at Everrun, so when he stepped into the massive, single room housed under the column-supported ceiling, Drew felt small for the first time since he’d found his magic.

      Sunlight filtered through tall, narrow windows in shafts of gold and melted on the sandstone floor like honey. Their footsteps echoed from the smooth walls. No decorations, no pomp, not even a fleck of precious metal the way he’d seen in the Vala temple in Alencourt. Everything inside these halls seemed to revolve around the long, shallow pool spreading through the middle of the room in a wide stripe.

      And left and right of it stood men and women of all ages. Not only a few, but thirty, forty … more. Drew scanned the rows of fighters on the left of the pool and Vala-blessed on the other. A hundred or more, he concluded and wasn’t surprised to find Palvin, Valyn, and Warren silently assessing the army of Vala-consecrated before them.

      If they were all as skilled as Gandrett with a blade, or as adept with strangling people with strings of water as Surel—

      Drew heaved a breath of both unease and relief at the cluster power in this very room that was now turning their eyes on the group of Fae males and the spirited Vala-blessed leading them.

      “They have arrived,” Soli said by way of greeting, and Drew spotted her at the other end of the pool, her sand-colored robe bathed in sunlight. “And they have agreed to join you in battle. Not for the Fae’s sake, but for the sake of Vala’s Blade, who once defeated many of the now present fighters.”

      Drew managed to close his mouth as he took in what Kepha had managed to arrange for them, even from a distance. Crafty little creature.

      He made a note to thank her when he returned to Lei’Vreah and confront her about that Shaelak magic she’d spoken about in her letter.

      Soli raised her hands above her head. “Stand at the short edge of the pool,” she ordered the Fae, and Surel gestured at the only free side, opposite from Soli.

      They followed, silently meeting the curious gazes of the Children of Vala who’d rushed across kingdoms to come to their aid.

      “We have come together to ask for your blessing of these Children, Vala, goddess of life and water. Protect them from the hand of Shygon and his cruel power, keep them far from Hel’s realm, and bring them back to this place whole and healthy when their mission is fulfilled.”

      A shudder crept through Drew’s body as the light shifted and the water rose from the pool in droplets like rain falling in the wrong direction. Soli folded her hands before her chest, eyes closed as she mumbled a prayer, the rest of the Vala-blessed doing the same—including Surel. The water hovered in the air for a long moment after the room fell into silence once more. Only when Soli opened her eyes did the water rush back into its bed with a splash.

      Drew savored the cool sprinkles kissing his bare forearms and face before they evaporated in the stifling heat.

      “You’ll leave tomorrow, Children of Vala,” Soli said eventually, her arms back at her sides. “The fighters will follow the command of the Fae, and the Vala-blessed will follow Surel.”

      There were no murmurs of objection, but a sense of excitement filled the air as the one side of the pool turned to Surel, the other to Drew and the Fae males. “Who of you will be our commander?” one of the fighters asked.

      Before anyone could shift the responsibility to Drew or Valyn could grasp it for himself, Drew pointed a thumb at Palvin. “He will.”

      Palvin raised an eyebrow. Drew shrugged. “You’re the best.” It was the truth. In their traveling party, Palvin was the best fighter—and the most trustworthy not to turn the soldiers against Gandrett and Nehelon. Even when he’d been too young to fight in the last Dragon War and only matured when the curse had fallen, Palvin was the best option, simply because Nehelon and Gordan had already trusted him with the palace, and Valyn, with his history, wasn’t truly an option to be considered.

      When they left the temple, they were no longer waiting—they were ready.

      And within a day, they’d be on the move, a Fae army and a delegation from Vala herself in tow.

      Drew thought of Kepha’s letter and gazed east to where they’d cross the ruins of the city the next morning. He was no longer scared of desert lions, for he’d faced monsters far worse. What he was afraid of was having something to lose.

      Dread pooled in his stomach at the sound of synchronized footfalls from the fighters and Vala-blessed alike as they followed them through the priory under the curious observation of the children they’d leave behind.

      “Soli and Nahir will stay with them, and the older ones who aren’t of age yet will remain behind as well so they have some strong fighters and potent Vala-blessed to defend them,” Surel reassured him. “They will be cared for until our return.”

      “Our return,” Drew murmured as if speaking the words would turn them into a true possibility.

      When they marched for Ithrylan the next day, Drew glanced to Palvin riding beside him. “No matter what the morning brings or the war,” he reminded him.

      Drew’s heart turned heavy as he finished Palvin’s promise, “Or anything beyond that.”

      

      Addie Blackwood’s dragon heart beat like butterfly wings as she landed in the clearing between the King of the Fae and his general. She didn’t waste a moment to look for Cal as she lowered herself to the ground so Gandrett could slide off her neck. Instead, her eyes found Gordan’s black ones, reading in them relief and caution and kindness.

      This was a kind male, she reminded herself, not a torturing bastard who’d enslaved her.

      A shudder raked through her as memories of Raynar’s leash tugged on her chest, on her entire body like a phantom hand.

      “What’s wrong, Addie?” Gordan took a careful step forward. Whether it was fear or something else that kept him distant like that, she couldn’t tell.

      Addie had no response for him. Not even in her mind.

      From the corner of her eye, she was vaguely aware of Nehelon extending his hand toward Gandrett, who placed hers in his and laid her head against his chest. Such gentle consideration of the male not to crush her into an embrace when what she feared most was losing control over her own body.

      Another shudder ran through Addie, harder this time, and slightly painful.

      This couldn’t be happening. Whatever she’d done, however she’d upset Gordan, this couldn’t be happening. She hadn’t just handed herself over to him, only to be trapped with a cruel monster all over again.

      But when she faced Gordan once more, his features were calm, no hint of ire or even the slightest upset evident in the dark depths of his gaze.

      “Everything is going to be all right, Addie,” he soothed, and the melody of his voice almost made her legs buckle as she heaved herself back to her full height.

      The burning sensation started in her tail and seared all the way along her spine to her neck and the crown of her head. A roar ripped from her maw, and she might have set the forest on fire, she couldn’t tell, for the air turned hot as fire and cold as ice all at once, but her eyes didn’t see orange or turquoise; neither did her wings move as she tried to flap them.

      Stop it-stop it-stop it, she shouted in her mind, each word like running up a rocky hill. But the pain didn’t cease when Gordan lifted a hand, palm facing outward in a way that made it clear once and for all that he was the source of her agony.

      Had she misread the male who seemed so eager to save her. Had it been merely for Gandrett’s sake? Did he not care at all about the bond he’d forged between them?

      The fire spread along her ribs, eating up the ice as it raced toward her heart, one beat after the other, until it captured the useless, thudding lump in her chest.

      Why? she whimpered as her legs went out under her heavy body. Why? Her side hit the ground, her head crashing into the hard earth and her teeth cut into her cheek. “Why?” she asked one last time.

      But this time, they all heard her.
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      Addie shuddered again. And this time it was from the cold air on her bare skin where no scales or dragonhide were protecting her.

      “By the gods,” Cal was the first to speak. He stopped a good fifteen feet from her where her tail must have ended a moment ago. “You did it.”

      He wasn’t talking to her, even though his eyes were clearly lingering on Addie, but to the male frozen a few feet from her, his tall, powerful frame towering over her as he unblinkingly stared into her eyes.

      “Get a blanket,” he said, and Addie at first believed it was an order for her; she’d been ordered around for so long that it would have felt unnatural to assume it hadn’t been.

      But when Gandrett broke away from Nehelon and darted for her bedroll, Addie knew the male had meant a blanket for her.

      Addie continued shivering on the ground, arms clumsily curling around her bare form and legs pulled to her stomach in an attempt to shield herself against the wind.

      Human arms and human legs.

      The pain had vanished as if a shroud had been pulled away, and where powerful wings had sprouted from her shoulders, smooth, fragile skin remained the only thing protecting her.

      Gandrett appeared beside Gordan, her footfalls so quiet that Addie’s human ears hadn’t been able to pick them up, handing the mage a woolen blanket which Gordan held out toward Addie.

      “Here,” he said, that soothing tone still in place, but a silent panic entered his gaze as Addie made no attempt to take it or even attempt to get to her feet.

      “Can you hear me?” he tried as he took a slow step forward as if anxious he’d startle her.

      “Of course, she can hear you. She’s human, not deaf,” Cal retorted as he rushed to Gordan’s side, plucking the blanket from the male’s hands and draping it over Addie’s naked body.

      “Keeping the clothes on will come with practice,” he said apologetically as his fingers accidentally brushed her knee. “It took me weeks to learn how to keep my pants.”

      Addie kept still like a rock—except for that shivering she couldn’t control—as the fabric slid over her. Scratchy, but at least it blocked the wind.

      “There you go.” Cal rubbed his palms over her covered arms and back. “You’ll get warm in no time if you come to the fire with me.”

      Addie heard him, understood the words, but her mind was still fumbling to gather its bearings.

      Human. She was human. And she’d spoken.

      Her teeth chattered as she rolled her head to the side enough to spot the fire behind where Nehelon and Gandrett were standing like two blossoms in a barren landscape.

      Help me up, she thought at Gandrett, only recognizing that she hadn’t even attempted to use her voice while the words were wandering through her mind. “Help me up,” she repeated aloud, and she could have sworn Gordan shivered where he’d stopped two steps away from her as he understood she wasn’t speaking to him.

      Gandrett was beside her in a few heartbeats, her hands sliding around Addie’s shoulders as she pulled her into a sitting position. Her friend smiled at her as she adjusted the blanket around her body so her front was also covered.

      “Let’s get you to the fire, and then we’ll find you something to dress in.”

      Addie noticed the tears running down the queen’s cheeks only when she met her gaze.

      “Thank you,” she muttered, the words more a croak, but audible anyway.

      Gordan was still standing there like a useless statue when Gandrett pulled Addie to her feet and guided her swaying footsteps over the chilled ground.

      By the time they made it there, Nehelon had laid out another blanket by the fire for Addie to lay down on. He smiled at her over the flames as she nodded her thanks, so used to not having a voice that she’d again forgotten to use it.

      Gandrett lowered Addie to her makeshift bed and smoothed her tangled hair back from her forehead. “Welcome back, Addie,” she whispered before she tucked the blanket more tightly around her and strode off toward the packs, probably to find those clothes.

      Nehelon followed, grumbling at Cal that he needed his support with something as the boy was walking up to the fire, mouth opening to probably share more suggestions about how to keep clothes during shifting. That left Addie with a view of the male who’d sent her through fire to pull her from her dragon body … and put her back into her human form.

      “You did this,” she whispered, not trusting her voice.

      Gordan resembled a beaten dog, the way his shoulders hunched, his head slightly lowered, gaze shying away from her as if anxious she’d lash out at him.

      “I’m sorry.” He sat down on the fallen tree trunk a few feet away, his eyes scanning her head to toe as if he could see through the blanket, and there was sorrow in them. Deep and heavy sorrow. “I didn’t mean to hurt you, Addie.”

      She focused on her breathing as she let the warmth of the fire seep into her.

      “While you were gone with Gandrett, we were talking about why it didn’t work for you to shift on your own like Cal. And when they suggested that maybe, you know … through the bond connecting us, I might do it for you—” He rubbed a hand over his neck as he searched for words—perhaps waiting for words from her lips now that she could speak again.

      But Addie had nothing to say.

      Gordan studied her, expression still pained as he slid off the tree trunk and lowered himself to his knees at her feet. “I should have asked,” he said, voice breaking as if he was admitting a grave fault. “I should have asked if you wanted to turn back, and I didn’t. I’m sorry.”

      The way his eyes glistened in the firelight despite the remaining rays of sun illuminating his silhouette from the side—Addie pushed herself up, until she faced him, one hand pinning her blanket in front of her chest, the other reaching for Gordan’s fist braced beside his knees.

      “You already freed me from Raynar’s leash, and now you gave me back my voice. You have nothing to be sorry for.” Each word hurt in her throat as if she were using that organ of speech for the very first time in her life.

      But Addie didn’t care about that when Gordan’s fingers unclenched and his hand turned to accommodate hers in his palm. All she could do was stare in wonder at how he gently brushed his thumb over her knuckles, marvel at the way her heart throbbed in response.

      He didn’t lift her hand to his face, but bowed over it as he turned it over to kiss the inside of her palm, hot tears trickling from his eyes.

      “Mate,” he whispered and pressed his cheek into her palm, eyes hidden behind thick, dark lashes.

      “I know,” Addie whispered, and the throbbing in her chest became almost unbearable as she understood that it was the truth.

      And with that truth, she’d need to forget that every beat of her heart those months of horror had been for the ones she loved and, most of them, Armand.

      The sun had long disappeared from the horizon when Addie remembered to draw her hand from Gordan’s, and the male didn’t hold her back as she laid back on her blanket, too exhausted to speak or even think. Her eyes followed him as he sat on the tree trunk once more, forearms braced on his knees and fingers laced together. His gaze lingered on the dancing flames that painted shadows on his tan features.

      Addie couldn’t look away.

      “Here are some clothes,” Gandrett’s voice eventually sounded softly from behind her, and Addie rolled around to face her friend, grateful to have a reason to tear her eyes off Gordan.

      Gandrett told Gordan, Nehelon, and Cal to find somewhere else to be and keep their eyes on the forest before she helped Addie slide a shirt over her arms and head and handed her a pair of woolen pants that would protect her from the cold. When Addie struggled to get her legs into them, Gandrett helped her with that, too, her hands sure and professional as if she wasn’t clothing someone for the first time.

      It wouldn’t have surprised Addie had Gandrett helped the children at the Order dress and undress after they’d gone through one of the Meister’s punishments—the ones she’d told her about during those weeks together in Ackwood. Sad as it may have been, Addie recognized another tortured soul when she saw one, and Gandrett Brayton was one of them.

      “You did everything right, Gandrett,” she told the queen, who looked like a little girl to her as she tried to read from Addie’s face if she needed something else, if it had been all right to give that level of aid, if she’d rather be alone or be embraced or be elsewhere entirely.

      Gandrett pursed her lips as if holding back words, as if thoughts of what she’d done during her captivity were tormenting her the same way as what Raynar had made her do as his dragon tormented Addie.

      She lifted a shaking hand to stroke Gandrett’s cheek. “It wasn’t you. When he made you hurt someone, it wasn’t you. When he made you hurt yourself, it wasn’t you either. When he used your voice to command the death of others, it wasn’t you. You were fighting it.” Just as Addie had been fighting it.

      Gandrett wrapped her arms around Addie’s neck, pulling her into a tight embrace. “We survived,” she whispered. “Both of us. And you have been so incredibly brave, Addie.”

      They remained like that for a long while, Addie soaking up the warmth of her friend and the pain in her chest easing as she let it sink in, that this wasn’t a dream. Raynar truly held no more power over her.

      Eventually, Addie’s eyelids drooped, and she didn’t complain when Gandrett laid down beside her, the way they’d slept in the room they’d shared in Ackwood. Safe. For the first time in so long, Addie felt safe. And more vulnerable than ever.

      She took Gandrett’s hand and gently squeezed it before she opened her fingers to release it again. Gandrett left her hand in hers. “We survived,” she whispered again before they both closed their eyes.

      

      Nehelon had known that captivity had been hard on Gandrett, but as he witnessed the silent communication between now human Addie and his Mate, his chest clenched in an all too familiar way. He’d seen the expression of anguish on her face when she’d rammed that knife into her heart, but then all he had been able to think of was saving her—then having lost her.

      As he studied her sleeping peacefully beside Addie, he understood how deep those wounds of Raynar’s torture ran, that they weren’t visible on the outside like the torture his mother liked to inflict. Or even the scars he bore on his own body from his weeks of fighting her Maraoul hybrids beneath the Palace of the Gods.

      He sat down on his bedroll, scanning the clearing for Cal—asleep on the other side of the fire where they’d abandoned their stack of carved arrows—and Gordan—pacing by the horses.

      Gandrett had sat with them for a few minutes to share the essence of what they’d found in the north and the plan she’d made with Kouyen and the Lords of Ackwood and Eedwood. The Prince of Lapidos having joined the northern armies with his own legions had come as a surprise, though Nehelon no longer cared why people chose to ally with the human-Fae alliance as long as they did.

      He’d let her speak, absorbing every detail about numbers and weapons, and had noted questions in his mind to ask later, when she was less exhausted and Addie didn’t need her. Then he’d watched her return to sleep by the woman’s side as if she needed Addie’s presence as reassurance that they had indeed survived as she’d phrased it herself.

      Now, he was left to his own thoughts and the restlessness of his brother, who’d done the unimaginable and turned a dragon back into human shape.

      “I’m here if you want to talk about it,” he murmured, knowing that Gordan would hear him even across the clearing.

      The male halted and turned, one hand running over Rayna’s sunshine-colored mane.

      “I don’t know if talking will change anything.” Gordan’s tone told Nehelon enough about the devastation hidden beyond layers of calm.

      “Let’s try and see what the outcome will be.”

      During those long weeks of searching for Gandrett, Gordan had been the one to offer over and over again that he was there to talk—even if there was nothing new to say about a situation that hadn’t changed. And when Nehelon had talked, Gordan had listened. It was the least he could do for his brother to offer the same.

      With a sigh, he glanced at Gandrett, reminding himself that she didn’t need him, and prowled to his brother’s side.

      Gordan stared toward the firelight—to the woman behind it. “I didn’t even know what she’d look like when I claimed her.” His jaws worked as he was fighting or searching for more words, Nehelon couldn’t tell. “I had no idea what age she was—she could have been a child, for the gods’ sake.”

      Every last corner of his heart ached for his brother as Nehelon scrutinized his face. “You knew she was a grown woman because you knew she was taken after attending the summer solstice.”

      Only persons of age attended the summer solstice. That was valid for both the human lands and the Fae realm; everyone knew that.

      “But I didn’t know anything else about her.” Gordan’s fingers dug deeper into Rayna’s mane as if for support.

      “You knew she had to be kind because she is Gandrett’s friend,” he corrected.

      Gordan nodded as if that eased some of his conundrum. “But—” He let out a long breath, sucked in a sharp one as if he were ready to speak, then released it again before he admitted almost inaudibly. “I feel like I own something that doesn’t belong to me.”

      “You’re Mated. She even admitted it.” Nehelon wasn’t proud to have listened in on Gordan’s brief conversation with Addie. “If you feel like you don’t deserve her—”

      “That’s not it.” Gordan released Rayna’s mane, petting her back instead, his eyes still on Addie. “When you met Gandrett, you knew she was something important to you. More than just the answer to the curse. You knew, deep down. But you didn’t allow it because of all the things you believed you needed to do.”

      “When I retrieved her from Everrun, I knew things would be hard, yes.” But he would never admit to anyone the months of suffering that had followed the realization that he couldn’t have her—until that day in their shelter made of rocks and soil when she’d explained to him she loved the rightful King of Ulfray.

      “That gave you a chance to get to know her before you realized you were Mates, Nehelon. You loved her long before you were Mated. And you would love her even if that bond were broken by the stars one day.” Gordan’s observations were nothing but the truth. “But Addie… I know nothing about her, and I didn’t even know she was my Mate. I merely went with that impulse to free her, and it worked. I don’t even know if the bond is real or if it even is a Mating bond.”

      “No matter what it is, it is real if you both acknowledged it.”

      “Is it the same as yours with Gandrett?”

      Nothing was the same as the bond Nehelon had with Gandrett, but he didn’t say that. Instead, he placed his hand on his brother’s shoulder and asked. “What do you feel when you look at her?”

      “In her dragon form or her human form?”

      “Either,” Nehelon responded with a smile. Only Gordan could be naive enough to look at his naked Mate and not see her body. What he saw was the being behind it, and that was all Gordan had ever seen in people.

      “The dragon didn’t scare me,” Gordan said softly.

      “But the woman does?”

      Gordan huffed a laugh before his gaze turned serious, locking on Nehelon’s in the darkness. “Seeing the woman I freed makes it feel tangible. As a dragon, it was an act of kindness and desperation to sever that leash and replace it with mine, but seeing her face, her human shape, the well-formed curves—” Gordan swallowed, the sound making Nehelon smile. “She had no idea what she agreed to when that bond happened, and I didn’t know it would happen.”

      “And now you’re stuck?”

      “Now she is stuck with me.”

      Nehelon frowned at what his brother’s words implied. “So you do feel like you don’t deserve her?”

      “I feel like I asked for something that was never meant for me. The pain in her eyes when she admitted she knew we were Mated—” He leaned back against Rayna, definitely for support this time. “She never really had a choice.”

      “You’ll make the best of it, Gordan. You’ve always been the kindest of us. You’ll find a way.”

      “A way for what?”

      Nehelon didn’t have an answer, for Gordan’s words from a day before still lingered in his mind. Mate. I have a Mate. And happy as it may have made his brother mere hours ago, he knew that happiness would not return if Addie didn’t feel the same way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Columns of smoke rose from the edges of the army where the ghosts had smothered yet another attack by burning friend and foe in every crater the Maraoul tore anew, hunting them far into the tunnel with their talons and their fire. It had been three days—three days—since the first attack, and they hadn’t made it one mile north since the poisonous creatures had initially attacked.

      Taghi had been relentlessly fighting, as had Mckenzie, and when they’d taken a break from cutting off Maraoul claws and heads, they’d carried water buckets to clean the injuries of the wounded. The ghosts were of invaluable support when it came to keeping the army functional, healing bones and flesh day and night. They’d even managed to erect some tents around the lazarets and some for the soldiers to rest in. But most of them slept under open sky at the center of the army while the rest kept fighting. The Maraoul knew no day and no night. The only thing they hadn’t started doing was digging their tunnels further under the army, but Taghi didn’t trust the situation enough to trust it would remain that way. So he’d positioned sticks throughout the grounds the army now called their camp, each of them stuck into a loose hole in the soil so the digging of tunnels would be detected as early as possible.

      With a shallow breath, he drove the last stick into the ground, his attention already on Miitra and Mckenzie, who were both taking a break and replenishing themselves with a sip of water. They had enough rations for a few days since they’d been prepared to go through the Calma Desert with an army. Luckily, they’d filled up their fresh water supplies before they’d entered the desert. But now their access to the sea was blocked by Maraoul tunnels, and they couldn’t go hunting anywhere in the desert—not that they could leave the bulk of the army with the grounds swarming with monsters.

      If they didn’t get this infestation under control soon, they’d starve before they’d be outnumbered.

      “You’re worrying again,” Mckenzie noted as she strolled toward him, holding out a half-empty canteen.

      “It’s my job to worry.” He didn’t feel like he needed to explain, and Mckenzie didn’t ask for an explanation. When he and Miitra had taken the crown of Phornes upon their brows, they’d taken the burden of her rule. And that would leave early wrinkles.

      “I love you,” he said to the beautiful Blossom of Khila, taking a moment to plant a kiss on her lips before he took the canteen and sipped. “Your lips taste so much better than this water.”

      She smiled in response, and Taghi pulled her in for a longer kiss. “You taste so much better in other places, too.”

      He almost felt the heat pooling in Mckenzie’s core, but they both knew that it would be a long while before they’d be alone again. And honestly, how should he ever find a moment of peace to satisfy his fiancée when his attention was bound by the matters at hand—and he wasn’t thinking of the generous curve of Mckenzie’s hips beneath his hand.

      “I’ll have to take you for your word,” Mckenzie chuckled by his ear before she withdrew and marched back to sit by Miitra’s side in front of a box of bandages that needed to be distributed to the cots of the wounded.

      “You can always take me for my word,” he called after her.

      As he turned back to his tasks, Miitra’s tight features caught his gaze. He secured the stick in the ground and joined her, picking up the box for her.

      Mckenzie shook her head as if telling him not to ask. But he was already there, and Miitra was queen. So, as king, he needed to know if there was something amiss. “What’s wrong?”

      Miitra bit her lower lip as she pulled a bandage out of the box and handed it to the healer sitting by the foot of a man who’d made the acquaintance of Maraoul claws. She smiled at the man as he thanked her and continued walking.

      “We’ve been stuck here for days,” she said as if that was answer enough.

      “And we’ve been doing our best to keep the Maraoul at bay,” Taghi responded, reaching into the box himself to place a bandage by the end of the cot where the healer would go next on her round.

      “Our soldiers are dying, Taghi,” Miitra pointed out as they walked past one whose wound had been inflicted by Maraoul teeth and whose condition would never get better again. “What we’re doing is not keeping them at bay. We’re slowly, gradually, and painfully being ripped apart.”

      Taghi didn’t deny it. He knew too well what would happen if the Maraoul decided to hit in earnest rather than circle them like a cat with its dinner. They would have long been slaughtered without the aid of the ghosts, and their soldiers only lasted because the ghosts gave them hope that they’d survive an injury. Their healing powers had indeed patched up a lot of them fast. But eventually, more and more got bitten every day, and those didn’t heal.

      “What do you suggest we do?” he asked rather than telling her again that they were already doing everything they could.

      Miitra frowned as she braced her hand on her hip right where her sword belt met her pants. “That’s the thing. I don’t believe there is anything we can do.”

      “Not without help,” Taghi finished her thought, and he knew immediately what his cousin had been thinking: the alliance he should have originally secured before Mckenzie’s clever idea with the ghosts of the White Death. “Lapidos.”

      Miitra’s eyes sparked at the mention of the territory, but she didn’t say anything.

      “You think Lapidos could have ended this battle sooner?” he prompted.

      Miitra didn’t speak for a while, her eyes on the nearest smoking hole where soldiers were keeping watch, just in case one of the monsters decided to come alive from their own ashes. Then her glance wandered back to Mckenzie.

      “That’s the thing,” she eventually said, eyes unreadable. “After everything you’ve gone through, you and Mac… You got together. You’re happy, even in this bloodbath, I see you two like torches of hope. But I—”

      Taghi caught that look in her eyes. The one that had once haunted him for months on end when Miitra had lost her lover to the murderous hands of the Dumcon. Their own blood they’d killed for loving a woman.

      He placed a hand on his cousin’s arm.

      “I’ve sent letters, Taghi. Every week. And in the beginning, she replied to me with sweet words and promises. But not since Father died.” Her lips twitched dangerously as if she’d cry, but the Queen of Phornes tucked her emotions away as she returned her focus to the box in Taghi’s hands.

      “There’s been a lot going on politically in both Phornes and Lapidos. Maybe she didn’t find the time to write to you—” He cut himself off, hearing how much like a cheap line of comfort it sounded. “She’s not dead.” Of that he was certain. “The Lapidonian courts don’t function like the House Dumcon. They don’t object to genuine love between any gender.” It was the worst attempt at trying to help Miitra he’d ever made. But he meant it. “She’s not dead. And Muriel most certainly hasn’t forgotten you.”

      He thought back of those parting words Muriel had given him: Now I can finally love. I will return for your cousin. I don’t know when and how, but I will return for her.

      He hadn’t broken his promise not to tell anyone. But as he watched Miitra clasp the bandage in her hand as if she was about to suffocate it, he decided, maybe this was a promise worth breaking. “She said she’d come back for you.”

      Miitra’s eyes were like black stars as his words sank in, and he was about to tell her more, tell her everything, when the alarm rang from one of the nearby craters, and a wagon surrounded by soldiers disappeared into the belly of the earth.

      Without a word, Taghi dropped the box, already hurtling for the scene of destruction, Miitra close behind him. A glance to the side confirmed that Mckenzie had grabbed her sword and was following suit.

      By the time he arrived at the crater, Maraoul were swarming the ground, soldiers falling left and right as the creatures overpowered them one by one.

      “Hold your ground!” Miitra shouted at the men and women fighting with all their strength to still the flood of monsters.

      A shoulder hit Taghi’s side, toppling him over, and he crashed to the ground between boots and bloodied claws.

      “Get up.” Mckenzie grasped his forearm, pulling him to his feet.

      She didn’t wait for him to thank her, but sliced into the first Maraoul that came their way, her arm so much stronger than what he could have ever imagined. A true warrior prowled beneath her peach-and-roses skin.

      Taghi loosed a scream and joined the tumult, his scythe drawing blood at first contact with the enemy. He didn’t count the Maraoul falling at his hand, and he didn’t lift his gaze to watch the ghosts as they brought fire to the crater to stop what felt like an endless stream of horror leaping from the depth of the tunnel. All he could do was focus on his breathing as he forced his arm to lift over and over again while he fought at Mckenzie’s side as they’d promised each other.

      “We can’t do this forever,” Miitra shouted from a few feet away where she was spearing a leathery head between the eyes with a powerful thrust.

      And she was right. Soldiers were crawling away from the sight of destruction, leaving trails of blood and gore, and even though the ghosts’ fire had slowed the enemy, they hadn’t stopped it.

      “We can’t outrun them either,” Taghi pointed out, and by the sigh of exhaustion that came from Mckenzie’s direction, he knew that if they couldn’t hold out long enough to stop this assault, they might not survive the day.

      “Take a break,” he shouted at a few soldiers who had been holding a spot by the edge of the crater, spearheading a flank that tried to surround the gap in the ground, and waved forward a group of men from right behind him, who’d been doing the easy work of severing heads of Maraoul who were already on the ground.

      With grim faces, they obeyed, and Taghi read the relief in the eyes of the ones retreating to the backlines. For now, they could still afford to swap out forces like that, so they’d pace themselves in battle. But not much longer. Not if the Maraoul kept coming.

      If he had an estimate of a number that they were facing, he could think tactics. But the way things were developing, this stream of creatures could be endless in a literal sense.

      He staggered forward, lifting his scythe over his head to rip into a Maraoul that had made it behind the front lines when the blow of a horn from the west made the battle freeze for the briefest of moments.

      A shadow appeared where the sound had come from, and Taghi might have shuddered mid-blow as he brought his scythe around the Maraoul’s neck, hooking it, tearing into its neck, and discarding it on the blood-soaked ground, before he hurried back toward the lazaret where he’d left his horse. He leaped atop it to get a better view of what was marching toward them.

      Hundreds of people, their armor shining in the blinding light of the desert sun. They were approaching fast—faster than any human should be capable of, and only some of them were on horseback.

      “The Fae!” he shouted, voice tearing as his heart quivered with hope. “The Fae are coming!”

      Like a shockwave, the knowledge of nearing aid strengthened the Phornian soldiers. Swords hit faster, sliced more precisely. And Taghi took a shuddering breath as he galloped back to Mckenzie’s side.

      It took a few minutes for the fir-green of the Ulfrayan banners to become visible, but once he could see, he scanned his army scattered around the craters, Maraoul creeping through the gaps in their lines and sneaking after the wounded to feast on their flesh.

      Taghi sliced into an unsuspecting creature’s head as it sank its teeth into a whimpering man.

      Not long, and they’d get aid. Not long—

      “Hold the lines!” He rode behind the backlines, calling his soldiers to order, to bravery, to endurance. “Hold them a little longer.”

      They nodded, relentlessly meeting attack after attack even after days of exhaustion. But not much longer—

      

      The arriving army didn’t clash into the Maraoul like a tidal wave, the way Mckenzie had predicted when she’d heard that sound of hope, but like a trickle of water, filling the cracks in a wall before it broke through and destroyed it.

      She noticed the Fae first, of course. Until now, Nehelon had been the only Fae she’d seen, but when she laid eyes on the group of immortal warriors that took apart the creatures from Hel’s realm, she wondered how she could have ever mistaken Nehelon for a human being.

      There was no mercy in their eyes as they ripped out the Maraoul’s throats and discarded them back in the crater in bits and pieces, some using swords, some using magic, and others their bare hands.

      Vaguely aware that she should have been moving, Mckenzie stumbled backward to make space for the second group of soldiers moving in. These, she recognized after a glance at the uniforms they wore beneath partial armor—sand-colored linen.

      Children of Vala.

      She sighed at the view of a unit of the probably best-trained human fighters in all of Neredyn as they picked up whatever slipped through the Fae’s grasp. Like phantoms, they wove into the Phornian army, silent and efficient and unspectacular—like Gandrett had been that first day in Ackwood before they’d put her into gowns and makeup and made her play lady to free Joshua.

      She saw it then, how wrong they had all been. Even when she had fulfilled her task and brought Joshua home. Mckenzie had learned it for herself in Khila, that dresses weren’t what secured her anything. She’d cut her hair and put on pants and no longer cared for pretenses—that was what had gotten her everything. And now she was fighting to keep it.

      With a scream, she raised her sword and leaped back into the battle where her future would be decided. Perhaps not that of tomorrow, but at least that of today.
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      Gandrett hadn’t believed the armies of Sives and the Fae legions would truly be there until she spotted them on the horizon, a massive spread of tents and people drawing across the barren landscape.

      Behind her, Addie shifted, fingers curling into Gandrett’s cloak. They had ridden on Lim together since they’d left the clearing, only Cal in his dragon form striding ahead like an overgrown desert lion with wings and talons.

      Addie hadn’t flinched at the sight of the dragon, and Gandrett hadn’t asked how she felt about it. Not even Gordan had asked, even though Gandrett could tell from the way his eyes followed her around that he wanted to.

      Nehelon had given Gandrett space to take care of Addie, and Gandrett loved him even more for it, if that was possible. But as she glanced at her Mate, her chest ached for his warmth and his arms. She’d felt that flicker of desire when she’d met his gaze over the fire this morning, the hunger in his eyes when he’d followed the flick of her tongue over her lower lip after devouring one of the berries he’d found her.

      Soon, they’d join their army, and soon, they’d sleep in a tent or in a shelter made of earth and roots—she didn’t care—and then she’d test how far she could get with him before his arms felt like a restraint.

      Now, they were crossing the final mile to the edge of the camp, all their eyes on the watchtowers that were clearly of Fae making.

      “It’s better you shift, Cal,” Addie said in a low voice. “They knew it was me when I arrived in my dragon form, and yet they panicked. I don’t know if they will be so courteous with a dragon they have never seen and don’t trust.”

      Not that anyone had truly trusted Addie in her dragon form—except for Armand. Addie had told Gandrett all about it. How he’d come to rescue her from Eedwood—and what had followed.

      Gandrett swallowed the emotion in her throat and nudged Lim forward while Cal shivered into his human form, clothes impressively on, and climbed onto Rayna’s back behind Nehelon.

      It took Gandrett a moment to realize what bothered her about the sight—and it wasn’t that Nehelon was helping the boy. It should have been her behind him on that horse, it should have been her arms around his waist. She felt his shape against her like a phantom ache.

      Cal babbled nervously at sitting so close to the King of Fae. Gordan would have been the safer option, but Gordan, for once, was preoccupied with his own dilemma.

      With a sigh, Gandrett slowed Lim enough that they fell into step beside Gordan.

      The male glanced at her with unreadable eyes before he glimpsed at Addie. “We’re almost there,” he said, turning back to the camp. “I’m sure we’ll find you more clothes there. Some of the females in the Fae army might even have some pieces of armor to spare.”

      Addie’s fingers dug harder into Gandrett’s cloak.

      “I can’t fight.”

      Gandrett wasn’t sure if Addie had even meant to speak, but Gordan responded anyway.

      “You fought like a hero in your dragon form,” he reminded her, and Gandrett knew that both Nehelon and Gordan had overheard every single word Addie had shared with her about what she’d endured under the Dragon King’s power.

      “I can’t fight in my human form,” Addie corrected, and Gandrett might have imagined the bite in her tone, but she sounded stronger than she had since Gordan had shifted her back.

      Images of their training sessions in Ackwood flickered through Gandrett’s mind. Addie was right. She was able to plant the sharp end of a sword in the right direction, but she would in no way be able to hold her own in a battle against Shygon soldiers, or Maraoul, or—Vala have mercy—dragons.

      One of Addie’s hands let go of Gandrett’s cloak to touch Gordan’s forearm over the short distance between the horses. The male didn’t flinch, his wide eyes the only sign of his surprise. “You’ll have to shift me back into a dragon when the battle starts,” she whispered, fear evident in every trembling word.

      Gordan was about to shake his head.

      “Promise me,” she pushed, voice stronger, urgent. “If you want to give me a chance at surviving this, shift me back.”

      Something in the way Addie said it made Gandrett wonder if this was about more than surviving a battle, and when she turned her gaze back at the camp, her sharper part-Fae eyes spotted a familiar, honey-blond man by the entrance.

      “Armand,” Addie whispered as if in response to her thoughts.

      And Gandrett understood.

      Gordan glanced at Addie’s hand as she withdrew her pale fingers, and when he murmured, “I promise,” Gandrett could have sworn she heard his heart break.

      None of them spoke until they arrived at the camp where an assembly of Fae had gathered, kneeling to their king the way they had knelt to Gandrett at her arrival. She glanced at Nehelon to find emotion in his eyes at the loyalty of their people.

      “You found her and brought her back,” Kouyen said to her Mate.

      Nehelon shook his head as he slid off his horse and closed the distance between them, the order for the Fae to rise on his lips. “I lost her, and Gordan and Addie gave her back to me.”

      At the mention of Addie’s name, Armand stepped forward, tension bracketing his mouth as his eyes searched for the dragon that had been with her the last time.

      “Where is she?” he asked, eyes turning from Nehelon to Cal to Gandrett and back to Gordan.

      It was only then that Gandrett realized Addie had been hiding behind her, invisible to Armand at the angle the horse was standing.

      “I can shift you now if you prefer,” Gordan offered Addie, slight darkness in his tone.

      But Addie was already climbing off the horse, apparently having decided that there would be no hiding, and landed on stable feet, facing the Lord of Eedwood.

      

      “Armand.” Addie shook with each step toward the man she’d never believed she’d get to speak a word to again.

      By Vala and Nyssa and all the benevolent gods of Neredyn, there she was, on human legs, studying him with human eyes, and … human hands were reaching for him without permission.

      But no one held her back. Not her own conscience, nor the male who was bonded to her in some way that should have overridden all emotions for any other man. She felt Gordan’s eyes on her back as Armand jerked into motion, disbelief and tears in his eyes.

      “Addie—” His body crashed against hers, none of the caution of how he’d approached her as a dragon remaining as his arms wrapped around her as he cradled her against his chest.

      He smelled of salt and dirt and leather, and a little bit of winter as Addie sucked in a long breath, and beneath that layer of armor and strength, Armand Denderlain smelled like home.

      Tears sprang to Addie’s eyes as she grasped him around the waist, pulling him closer on instinct.

      I love you, she thought, not allowing the words onto her lips when she felt that bond to the male who saved her tug on her chest. Not a command or a call, but a reminder of her own heart that it couldn’t belong to both.

      She couldn’t tell how long they were standing like that, didn’t care for any murmurs around them. All she could tell was how good he felt, how right, how utterly and completely undeserved after every monstrous thing Raynar had made her do.

      We survived. Both of us. And you have been so incredibly brave, Gandrett’s words came back to her, and she wanted to share them with Armand, wanted to tell him the lie she hadn’t been able to speak to Gandrett, that everything would be all right.

      Carefully, reluctantly, she pulled away from him, wiping her eyes with a sleeve of her shirt before placing her hand over his heart, right where wet blotches had soaked into his leathers.

      “Thank you, for everything,” she whispered before she stepped back, the moment her palm slid off his warmth near-painful.

      “You don’t need to thank me, Addie. You never need to thank me.” Armand followed her, closing that gap again with one short stride. “I will always be there for you. I will always try to save you—even when I failed.” His eyes wandered past her to where Gordan had climbed off his horse. “As long as someone else succeeded.” He inclined his head at the male, stepping around Addie to embrace a flabbergasted Gordan.

      Addie’s heart ached for the male, for Armand’s kindness, for the decision she had to make yet couldn’t.

      Tomorrow. Or the day after tomorrow, or if she survived the battle, she’d worry about that. For now, she’d enjoy the smile on Armand’s lips, ask him for some truly bad rhymes of the kind he used to tell her when they were friends in Eedwood, and maybe, just maybe, she’d tell him of the night he’d come to her prison below Eedwood, what his bravery had done to her hope. And maybe, she’d be fine to leave it at that. Maybe he would be, too. Maybe she’d learn to feel more than gratitude toward the male to whom she owed her freedom. And maybe she wouldn’t live long enough to bother with either.

      But for now, she found a smile in her heart and allowed it onto her lips as she faced them. “Come, tell me more about how we are going to defeat Raynar Leyon.” She didn’t recognize she’d been talking to both of them until both of them turned and framed her, each of them giving their opinions on the weaknesses and strengths of Raynar’s defense.

      This time, when she was asked for her own knowledge and her own thoughts, she wasn’t surprised, not when the man who’d given her a home in Eedwood was the one asking, who’d spent spring and summer days trying to make her smile after her enslavement under Linniue.

      And with every passing hour as she was seated at the map table in the Fae commander’s tent, supplied with tea and fresh clothes by a sarcasm-heavy female called Dafdya, Addie thawed more, her pain washed away by a community of allies, people she called friends and those she might call friends one day.

      Across from her, Armand’s eyes were like liquid suns of molten honey, gentle and patient as she took in each familiar scent and sight like she saw it for the first time. Gandrett beside her was her anchor, her companion in suffering, but also the pillar of strength who had carried her through that first night after the shift. And Gordan—

      She lifted her eyes to the male who’d been following the conversations like the general he was, asking questions for clarification and giving pointers on formations needed to get near the western tower of Ithrylan. Intelligent, steady, considerate. Safe. Gordan was safe.

      He caught her watching, lips pressing into a tight line as if in apology. But Addie merely smiled, that gratitude forming a soft blanket inside her. She’d sleep without nightmares for the first time in years. And he had played a huge part in it. As had Armand.

      Her gaze wandered back to the young Lord of Eedwood to find his eyes waiting for her like a harbor.

      When she went to bed that night, it was in the sarcastic female’s tent, who abandoned it to spend the night with a Sivesian soldier called Celius. And Addie didn’t need to feel anyone beside her. She alone was enough as she breathed in the chill air. She was enough.

      

      Gandrett groaned as she stretched her legs under the table in Kouyen’s tent after what felt like a day, but hadn’t been more than a few hours. They’d spent the time consolidating their knowledge about Raynar’s forces and building a strategy for their attack. Waiting to be attacked wasn’t an option; this time it would have to be them making the first move.

      Addie had long left, guided to Dafdya’s tent by the female herself before she’d stolen herself away with Celius, wearing a huge grin on her face.

      “You know what they are up to,” Nehelon had murmured into her ear, his breath heating her cheek.

      “Everyone knows what the two of them have been up to,” Brax noted as he stood from the table, his arm sliding over Leonidas’s shoulder.

      The latter smirked at the Lord of Ackwood. “No use trying to hide what we are up to, then, either,” he whispered, and Brax blushed a pretty shade of scarlet before he planted a kiss on the Prince of Lapidos’s mouth. “Absolutely not.”

      Gandrett chuckled, so full of warmth at the sight of so much happiness within this silence before the storm of ice and death awaiting them.

      The thought of ice guided her westward to Ulfray, where she’d left her brother behind. How she hoped Valyn hadn’t done something stupid to jeopardize the royal Fae court and Lyrrin had kept his promise to protect their throne.

      Gandrett watched Gordan wave them good night as he retreated from the tent to join Kouyen and Armand for the watch.

      “You can stay here tonight,” the commander said before he retreated from the tent. “I will be gone until dawn for sure.”

      That left Gandrett and Nehelon at an empty table with plenty of little figurines atop the world that they were trying to save.

      “Where did you just go?” Nehelon’s eyes searched Gandrett as she looked up from the table.

      She shook her head.

      From the way his hand twitched from his teacup, Gandrett knew he wanted to touch her, to comfort her, whatever she needed. But he was holding back, waiting for her to be ready, for her to allow it.

      “We’ll face him soon,” she murmured, eyes on Ithrylan. “And this time will be the last.” Whatever the outcome. She didn’t need to add that last part. Understanding flickered in Nehelon’s eyes as she turned back to him.

      “You don’t expect to survive this battle.”

      “I expect to meet every last shred of evilness with my powers. I expect to march onto that battlefield and lay waste to everything Raynar Leyon is and ever was. I expect to—”

      “I love you,” Nehelon interrupted her, his fingers twitching again. “I love your fierce heart, your loyalty, your clever mind, your sense of justice.” He shifted his leg so his thigh rested against hers. “I love how relentless you are when it comes to protecting the people you love.”

      Everything in Gandrett stilled at Nehelon’s focus on her, the way his gaze grazed her mouth. “I love the fire in your veins and the determination in your eyes when you want something.”

      His throat bobbed when, with words, he did what he didn’t allow his hands—because he knew she’d shy away if he gripped her the way she knew he wanted to. His gaze dropped lower, lower, assessing the curve of her chest before it snapped back to hers.

      “I know you’ve been through a lot, Gandrett, but let me be part of your healing. Let me remind you how good my hands feel on your body.”

      Gandrett’s heart kicked into a gallop.

      “When I drag my fingers over the tip of your breasts.” His eyes roamed downward again as he stood from his chair, leaning his hips against the table.

      Gandrett couldn’t look away as he grazed the edge of the table with his fingertips, slowly, so slowly, that she felt it in her core, in her breasts as they suddenly became heavy and aching.

      “Or lower.” His eyes were now on hers, capturing them as he flicked his tongue over his lips. “Do you remember what it feels like when I touch you there, Gandrett?” He didn’t need to say he meant between her thighs where heat was pooling like molten ore. “One finger or two, I’ll let you choose.” He smiled, a hint of that wickedness entering his gaze, but his tone gentle, full of that love streaming toward her through their bond. “I’ll let you choose all of what we do tonight, whether it’s talking or kissing or touching, or anything beyond.”

      A gasp escaped Gandrett as she understood what he wanted, why he was teasing her like that.

      Take control, he seemed to be saying. I’m yours. Do with me what you want.

      “Just tell me what you need, and you have it.”

      She felt the tension through the bond, the pulsing heat that had awoken inside him like an echo of her own desire. “Anything you want, Gandrett.” His voice turned breathless as she got to her feet, drawn by those other words he didn’t need to speak. I will never hurt you. I will never force you. I will always see you.

      “Anything?”

      Those diamond eyes turned predatory as her hand captured his, pinning it to the table beside his hip.

      He swallowed—hard. “Anything.” A promise. A dare.

      Gandrett’s fear evaporated like steam in the safety of her Mate’s presence, in the intimacy of this moment when he handed himself over.

      “Seal the tent.”

      Magic rippled the air as he lifted his free hand to ward them from any intruder or curious ears, and the tension in Gandrett’s stomach eased a bit further, the heat rising in turn as if a dam had broken.

      “What else can I do for you?” He cocked his head, a smile on his lips that was sweet and painfully beautiful in equal measures.

      Gandrett captured the wrist of his other hand, pulling it toward her mouth.

      Nehelon made a sound low in his throat that was part groan, part surprise as she traced a line over his palm with her thumb, nothing more nothing less.

      “Nothing,” she huffed as she watched his pupils flare. “You need to do nothing else for me.”

      For a moment, she believed that disappointment would enter his gaze, but he schooled his features fast enough for it to remain a flicker down the bond.

      “I love you, Nehelon,” she said as she placed his hand back on the table. “I love your creative ways of reminding me who I am and what I’m capable of. I love your immortal heart, your affinity to be insufferable.” She rested her palm against his chest, pushing gently.

      Nehelon let her guide him back onto the flat, hard surface, eyes widening with amused approval as she stood between his legs, fingers sliding down until they lay splayed over the planes of his stomach.

      “Anything you want,” he reminded her as her eyes roamed the length of his torso down to his hips where evidence of his desire was pushing against the leather of his pants.

      Savoring every undone button, Gandrett made her way down until that proud length of his rose between her fingers.

      Nehelon hissed at her first touch, a shudder making him twitch as she ran her thumb all the way to the tip and back.

      “Gandrett—”

      She could have sworn little flames were dancing in his eyes as he gripped the edge of the table so hard it groaned. But he didn’t lift a finger to grasp her the way she knew he wanted—everything in the bond was screaming that was what he was thinking of, imagining doing as his eyes lowered from hers to her shirt.

      Desire tingled along her spine, down her front as if that bond was replacing his hands, kindling that flame building inside her core.

      She ignored the prickling effect of his silent look of protest when she let go of him—or the moan that followed when she reached for her own shirt, opening the top button, then the second and the next and the next, Nehelon’s eyes following each movement of her fingers as they grazed the bare skin of her breast and then as she shrugged out of the fabric, leaving herself on display for him.

      “Nyssa incarnate,” Nehelon growled as she cupped one of her breasts, swirling a thumb over the aching, peaked tip, and by the look on his face, she knew he was fighting not to tear her hand away and replace it with his nimble one.

      But he remained on the table, ready and dripping, his eyes glazed as they tracked her hands to her pants, like a starving male.

      He cursed when she dipped a finger between her legs, a low moan escaping her as she dragged it down her middle. He’d been serious when he’d said whatever she wanted. He wasn’t pushing her, not even asking for anything. He was just there, his body reacting to her presence, to the sight of her, the heat of his desire licking at her through their bond.

      And as she teased him with the sight of her own pleasure, she counted the seconds it would take him until he lost that control he’d handed over, worked toward pushing him over that edge that would make it impossible for him to watch a moment longer.

      “You’re killing me,” he hissed as she turned to slide out of her pants and boots, presenting him with a view of her backside.

      Playing with him… It washed away those fears, those moments of darkness hiding beneath the surface.

      When she faced him again, he had propped himself up on his elbows, the heat in his gaze turned into gleaming embers that she knew would ignite with one touch.

      “I want to touch you,” he whispered. “I want to touch you so badly.”

      Gandrett shook her head, bracing a hand on his chest as she climbed over him on the table, straddling his hips. With a brush of her lips against his, she guided his head and shoulders back before she laced her fingers with his, pinning his hands beside his face.

      He smiled up at her, reading in her eyes the freedom, the love, the power. And the gentle expression in his eyes as he embraced her through the bond nearly undid her as she lowered herself onto him, taking in every glorious inch until he was buried inside her.

      He didn’t move, still leaving it up to her.

      “Anything,” he repeated, unblinking as those flames flickered to life with her first glide up and back down.

      “This,” she whispered. “I want this.” Up again. And down. Slowly.

      She felt it then, the unstoppable force of pleasure that was rolling toward her like a spring tide.

      She stilled over him, stretching the sensation of him, of that rogue energy flickering through the bond with the force of a thousand suns.

      “Give me all of you,” she murmured onto his lips.

      Nehelon’s arms snapped around her, grasping her gently as he lifted his head to claim her mouth, each kiss mirroring the heat in the bond. His lips nipped at hers, slid over her jaw, along her throat, licked over her breast and back along the same path until his tongue was in her mouth.

      Gandrett thought she’d explode from the intensity of his touch, the intimacy of the connection.

      Then he was moving inside her, his tongue mimicking every thrust of his hips. And with each time, her world constricted more to this moment when the world hadn’t yet ended, nor had it begun, where all there existed was them—and that untamable fire that was their love.

      Nehelon groaned as she delved her hand into his hair, the other clawing at his chest, and she couldn’t tell where she ended and where he began as they climaxed together, the bond scattering like a fractured star then reassembling in a streak of searing light.

      Gandrett slumped in his arms, trembling and panting, his name still on her lips, and when he didn’t loosen his embrace, Gandrett thought it was the most beautiful thing she’d ever experienced.

      

      When they woke at dawn the next morning, it was to the sound of shouted orders, alarm bells, and a volley of arrows hitting the camp.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      A shield, thick as a layer of ice, was framing the southern edge of the camp, the rising sun illuminating it with hues of gold and orange as Gandrett darted between the tents, magic coiling in her palms like snakes ready to strike. She ducked before she turned the corner to the battlements of earth and roots that the Fae had created out of nowhere.

      She’d avoided saluting Fae soldiers as best she could, reluctant to let anything or anyone sidetrack her as she made her way toward where she was needed.

      Another volley of arrows hit, clattering against the shield like rain onto a thin roof.

      Gordan’s broad back was the first thing she saw as she climbed the ladder onto the wall.

      He inclined his head at her in greeting, gaze following Gandrett’s out onto the plains that ended in two towers spaced apart by the mountains in the east and west. Ithrylan. They were so close. When they’d arrived on horseback the night before, she hadn’t noticed the peaking shapes in the distance that were unmistakably the ruins where she’d been held captive.

      Her entire body shivered—not with fear, but with rage. Gandrett Brayton had feared enough. And her rage was endless when it came to all the things Raynar Leyon had done to her, to Addie, to Armand, Josh, and Brax, and every single being whose will had been taken away.

      “They started attacking an hour ago,” Gordan reported, gesturing at the groups of soldiers marching in and out of reach to release arrows every now and then. “It’s not even a real attack. More a probing of our shields, I’d think.”

      Gandrett considered. “Have you considered wiping them out?” A flame licked from her palm in response.

      “I have.” Gordan shielded his eyes as he gazed out into the space beyond the meek figures. “But then I thought we’d let them use up some of their ammunition while they attack in small numbers. Let them believe we’re still fast asleep and not paying attention to their moves.”

      Misleading the enemy—a strategy that had helped Gandrett defeat numerous superior opponents.

      “They might be under his mind control,” Armand pointed out as he joined them, climbing the ladder after Gandrett. “And I’m reluctant to kill someone who didn’t choose to fight for Raynar’s cause.”

      Gandrett’s magic guttered for a moment as she was reminded of that feeling of no choice, but she fueled it with half a thought, letting a flame burn in her palm—a turquoise flame. “Wait until they send enough to be taken seriously,” she ordered and nodded at the Lord of Eedwood as she marched along the wall, scanning the camp from above.

      So many human soldiers… How long would they survive if Liri’s Maraoul took the place of the archers?

      In the center of the camp, by the Prince of Lapidos’s tent, she made out Nehelon’s tall shape.

      A smile tugged on her lips at the memory of their night together.

      He was talking animatedly to Brax and Leonidas, probably reassuring himself that everything was ready. These few archers testing them with their arrows wouldn’t last a moment once the army set in motion and the Fae blasted them out of their path.

      They’d leave the tents behind magically reinforced walls so they had a place to return to if they needed to retreat, but the soldiers were ready. She saw it in the formations crossing between the section of the camp, the tension in the air. Those men and women were ready to fight.

      “We’re leaving soon,” Gordan reminded her as if reading from her mind the anxious need to do something.

      Gandrett turned around to face her friend—her general who now carried the weight of commanding the Fae armies once more—and found his serious features pale and tired.

      “You didn’t sleep at all?”

      He shook his head. “I took Lord Armand’s shift.”

      Gandrett turned to find the Lord of Eedwood gazing toward Dafdya’s tent.

      She ignored the jolt in her chest at the recognition of the expression on the young man’s features, focusing on Gordan instead—not that his expression was any better. The male opened his mouth to speak when his face paled and his gaze shot skyward.

      “Dragon,” he said.

      Armand reeled around, following his gaze, as did Gandrett, who looked up just in time to find a huge brown dragon soaring over the plains, right where the archers were biding their time.

      The human soldiers on the wall readied their crossbows and spears while the Fae’s magic crackled in the air in anticipation of what was to come.

      A glance back confirmed that Cal was down there, in the Fae area of the camp, talking to a female whose name Gandrett didn’t know.

      “This is not one of ours,” she said to Gordan, who inclined his head in agreement.

      Armand only stared out at the plains, his face full of trepidation as he pointed at the wide shadow appearing on the horizon. “I don’t think we’ll need to march anywhere,” he concluded. “Raynar is bringing this battle to us.”

      

      At first, Nehelon only saw them—a stripe of movement along the band of light on the horizon. Then, the earth started shaking. Like war drums, their synchronized footsteps sounded through the plains with no echo other than that in his chest.

      Oh, he remembered that day in Ulfray when Raynar had directed his armies into that final battle that had been ended by severing the Dragon King’s head side by side with Valyn. This time, he doubted he’d be so lucky.

      Around him, the Prince of Lapidos and the Lord of Ackwood were already assuming their posts on the wall, relaying commands to their legions through the commanders they had installed in their ranks. Armand Denderlain had assumed that place for what was left of the Sivesian armies.

      When Nehelon had heard from Addie what had occurred in Eedwood, he’d had trouble wrapping his head around the loss they’d suffered. The fact that no more east Sivesian soldiers had joined the bulk of the army spoke volumes about what forces Raynar had utilized for himself.

      Nehelon wouldn’t be surprised if the Lord of Eedwood found familiar faces on the opposite side of the battlefield. He silenced a nauseous flare in his stomach with a glance at his queen, who had assumed a statue-like stillness by the battlements, watching from above how the infantry streamed from the camp to take formation in front of the walls.

      “Prepare the dragon bolts,” Gordan shouted to the effect of bustling activity in the corners of the towers where they had mounted oversized crossbows that needed to be maneuvered by two men, but fashioned bolts long and thick enough to tear through dragon scales.

      “Prince Leonidas’s idea,” Gordan said when he noticed Nehelon’s stare.

      “A smart man,” was all he responded before he spooled his magic into the sky to assess the wind and the clouds. If the elements could be used to their advantage, he’d do it.

      Some of the larger clouds held enough water to draw a line of mud between the camp and Raynar’s soldiers, but that wouldn’t keep them for long. If anything, it would make the soil soft and easier for the Maraoul to dig through.

      He sent his power into the earth, probing the stability of the plains before them, around them, all the way to the first line of enemy soldiers. No tunnels as far as he could reach.

      Sighs and murmurs of relief followed when he voiced his finding.

      They wouldn’t have much time to prepare until the Shygon magic fueled men and women reached the camp.

      So that was where it would end. Right there between the edge of the Calma Desert and this meek little fortress of a traveling army.

      Very well then. Joining Gandrett’s side, Nehelon leaned against the railing, sliding his hand into hers. Gandrett’s fingers closed around his.

      “Most of the dragons aren’t serving Raynar willingly,” she reminded him as her moss-green gaze followed the brown shadow crossing the plains between the two armies.

      Nehelon looked from the passing dragon to the crossbow in the nearest corner, at the men following every movement of the dragon, prepared to release the bolt if the creature charged. He knew. By Shaelak, did he know. The things Cal had shared were enough to give him nightmares. “If they are bound like Addie—even when not made by Raynar—they are leashed in more than one way. And if any of them is remotely like me, they won’t be willing to sacrifice the ones they love to save the world.”

      He wasn’t ashamed when Gandrett’s eyes met his, heavy with conviction.

      “I will always choose you over everything else.” He bowed to her before he placed a kiss on her lips. “That includes myself.”

      Even if he’d possessed the ability to lie, Gandrett would have seen the truth in his eyes, would have heard it in his voice, that he would sacrifice himself before he’d see her suffer. He’d done it on Liri’s island, and he’d do it again without a second thought.

      “Promise me something, Nehelon Alleyan Idresea, King of Fae, my Mate.”

      He didn’t breathe as she lined all his names and his titles and that most important one that made him hers at the end.

      “Promise me that you will respect if I do the same.”

      Her words hit him like a bolt of iron in the chest.

      “If the choice is between you and me, and I have a chance to save you, I will.”

      I will always save you. Her promise from the Lost Mountains echoed through him. He’d given her that same promise back then, even when, for him, it had been a way to tell her he loved her when those words had yet been forbidden.

      Instead of speaking, he stood behind her, wrapping his arms around her, and kissed the crown of her head. She smelled like cherry blossoms and orange oil just the way she’d smelled on the summer solstice. But a new scent had added to that—his scent. His heart swelled with pride as his beautiful, brave, powerful Mate leaned into his embrace, eyes on the approaching death.

      The archers who’d tested the shields of the camp were still there, in the middle between the two armies, but they were only sporadically firing. Nehelon had debated bringing a few of them in for questioning, but discarded the idea as fast as it had come. Raynar would never send knowledgeable men as vanguard. He’d seen it in the last Dragon War, that he kept those most powerful and useful closest. That had been Lamore and his general plus a few others that the last Human-Fae Alliance had eradicated over months of careful planning and battles defined by heavy losses.

      He was about to lean forward to kiss Gandrett’s cheek when the soil in front of the archers ripped open, and a horde of Maraoul surged from a series of holes like arrows. He hadn’t loosed his breath when they clashed with the first line of the infantry. How, by Shaelak and Galloris, hadn’t he felt this tunnel with his magic?

      Before he could come up with a useful answer, Gordan’s command interrupted him—“Archers!”—and arrows shot into the air like a rain of wood and steel.

      Somewhere at the back of Nehelon’s mind, the image of Cal carving sticks in the clearing appeared, and his heart clenched at the role the boy had been given in this war. Not yet—he wouldn’t push him yet.

      As if Cal had heard his thoughts, he bounded up the ladder, messy hair bouncing as he joined them at the railing.

      “That’s not good, right?” He pointed at the falling soldiers at the front lines.

      Nehelon gritted his teeth against the strain of his magic trying to keep the ground from further opening at their front lines—and ready to leave the child oblivious about the sacrifices of war. But Gandrett turned and spoke. “They would stand a chance were it human attackers.”

      Cal leaned over the railing so far Nehelon grasped him by the collar of his shirt.

      At least it wasn’t freezing here. He’d already dreaded they’d fight the Dragon King in Sivesian winter. Meeting his armies in this spring weather was more mercy than he could have hoped for.

      “I’m ready to fly out when you need me,” Cal offered with the naive expectancy of someone who hadn’t seen true bloodshed in his eyes.

      But then, Cal had seen how Raynar’s soldiers had killed his parents.

      “Not yet,” Gandrett responded before Nehelon had a chance. “Raynar doesn’t know we have you. He doesn’t know I’m alive. We are the secret weapons in this war.”

      With those words, she stepped away from the railing, patting Cal’s shoulder in passing, and climbed down the ladder, leaving Nehelon’s chest tight and cold with her absence.

      The sickening noise of blades cutting through flesh and bone was a harbinger of what this battle would bring for all of them. Soldiers were already falling by the dozens, despite the Fae woven into their ranks. With the number of Maraoul that kept coming, not even he could seal the ground. He’d tried while holding Gandrett in his arms. But the creatures had punched through his magic in a combined effort, almost as if they had learned to work around his powers.

      Not the mindless Maraoul that had once crawled the forests of Ulfray, he reminded himself, but Liri’s bred army, trained and, by now, experienced enough to recognize what he’d been trying to do and avoid it.

      From a few feet away, Kouyen’s power swirled like a wind of destruction upon the onslaught of creatures engaging their soldiers in battle.

      “Over there,” someone shouted, and Nehelon noticed the trench forming along the center of the plain, all the way south to where the rest of Raynar’s army was biding their time in the distance.

      He’d never heard Brax Brenheran curse the way he did when he spotted the dragons climbing out of it. Not one or even two. Seven large dragons slithered from the trench, wings spreading as they took off and circled over the army before the camp.

      “Shield!” Gordan commanded.

      From all corners of the battlements, Fae magic rippled into existence. Shields made to take the brunt of a blow if the dragon’s chose to spit fire.

      Nehelon threw his own power into the bulk, eager to help in any way he could, even when Gordan had decided it was best for him to remain up here to compensate with magic where others faltered or failed.

      He’d agreed, and he’d stay. But only because he was waiting for Raynar to show himself. The second the Dragon King set his sly feet on that battlefield, he’d be there, in the thick of it. And he wouldn’t leave before he ended Raynar—or died trying.
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      By the time the sun rose to its pique, Armand’s arm was heavy and shaking with every blow he delivered. Celius and Dafdya had been flanking him on the battlefield as he handed out orders whilst fighting at the front lines, the former slicing off claws and heads and the latter sending her surprising healing magic into the men and women who’d made the acquaintance of said claws from up close.

      Had the never-ending number of Maraoul not prevented it, Armand might have taken a moment to let the Fae of Spring know how little he’d expected for such a dark mind to bear such life-preserving gifts. But his attention was demanded by the sets of jaws snapping for him, by the weight of his blade as he wielded it efficiently and relentlessly against creature after creature.

      They’d soon fallen into a pace of fighting, the way Celius and he always had, and with every enemy slain, Armand’s heart felt both lighter and heavier, for there would be a moment when Raynar would send those human soldiers as reinforcement. And if they were anything like what he’d encountered in Eedwood, they wouldn’t die easily. At least, not until some form of magic brought them down.

      A glance at the battlements informed him the Fae were still protecting them from the dragons circling overhead like vultures. Whether they were Raynar’s spies the way Gandrett had suggested—their eyes being Raynar’s eyes, their claws being Raynar’s hands—the Dragon King was watching all too closely how the humans were slowly exerting themselves.

      Armand pulled his sword out of a Maraoul neck, grinning up at the dragon swishing low over the battlefield. Every stab, every slice was for Addie, for what she’d endured. And the prospect of seeing her again after all this was over—whether it was in this realm or in Hel’s gentle darkness—replenished his arm for the next strike.

      He didn’t allow himself to think of that moment when she’d climbed off the horse and the feel … the feel of her in his embrace. Warm and whole and human. His entire body threatened to tremble if he’d let that memory back into his mind.

      Another Maraoul, and another. He’d done it before at the palace in Ackwood; he could do it again.

      “If there is one thing I hate more than slicing people apart in battles,” Dafdya said as she slayed a creature with the sword in her left hand, “it is picking up the pieces of the ones who survive.” She bent over to drag a Maraoul corpse aside to uncover a human soldier whose leg had been cut by hopefully claws, not teeth.

      “I second that,” Celius agreed from his other side, so much more in tune with the female than what he could ever have imagined.

      When they’d emerged together from a tent that morning, Armand had almost laughed out loud—from happiness for the man, of course.

      But all humor was gone now that they were again shedding blood and digging through enemy lines.

      Dafdya kicked out, blocking a Maraoul from reaching Armand before he freed his sword from the creature he’d just ended.

      “Celius was right,” he said to her, and when she raised an inquisitive eyebrow, “We might have defeated Raynar in Eedwood had you fought at our side.”

      Celius grunted something as he staggered back from yet another attack, readying for retaliation.

      Dafdya was about to say something smart when clouds rushed in from the west, darkening the sky, and the human soldiers at the end of the battlefield slipped out of view only to appear right behind the Maraoul holes.

      “Galloris help us,” Celius muttered as they braced themselves for the attack.

      

      Eyes on the horizon where the army had just disappeared, Brax Brenheran cursed again. Under different circumstances, he would have taken the time for more elaborate words to express himself, but this—the Shygon soldiers vanishing and reappearing right in the middle of the battle—

      He had seen a lot of things since that night Joshua had been taken by the Dragon King, even seen people disappear into thin air before his eyes like his mother’s murderer. But a whole army?

      His knees wobbled as he set a step toward the ladder.

      “No.” Leonidas stepped into his path, genuine fear darkening the pale green of his eyes. “You can’t go out there.”

      “We can’t stay up here,” Brax corrected, already grabbing his helmet from where he’d dropped it on the floor by the ladder. “If this is anything like what happened at Ackwood when Raynar took Josh—” He heaved a breath that never truly made it into his lungs. “They need us down there, Leonidas. Every last man and woman.”

      “If you’re good with a crossbow, maybe you should stay up here.” Gordan’s tone wasn’t that of the general as he gestured at the weapon against the dragons in the corner and then at the sky, where the dragons had started circling tighter.

      “He’s excellent with any bow,” Leonidas said before Brax could make up his mind.

      Brax locked the prince’s gaze on his. “It takes two to operate this.”

      “Very well then.” Gordan nodded. “Bolts are in the corner, the lever to release them is there.” He pointed at a stack of steel in the corner and a wooden handle that secured the bolt until shifted. “Don’t take your eyes off the dragons. If one of them as much as opens their maw to grin at you, bring it down.”

      Brax wasn’t sure if it was relief to remain up there on the battlements or trepidation at the responsibility Gordan had put onto their shoulders that made his hands shake when he launched himself behind the crossbow and followed the closest dragon with squinted eyes.

      He didn’t need to look for long when the first of the dragons spun mid-air as if on a silent command, its russet head lowering as it soared over the Human-Fae Alliance.

      “How many are there?” Brax asked as he counted the winged creatures in the sky.

      “More than ten,” Leonidas responded, features grim as he picked up a bolt and turned it over in his hands. “Those will go right through the scales,” he said with both fascination and horror.

      “Their fire will go right through us, boy, if we don’t defend ourselves,” one of the Fae commented. One of those who’d fought in the last Dragon War, Brax supposed.

      It still awed him and scared him to no end that he was side-by-side with creatures who’d been around long enough to have witnessed Raynar’s slaughter seven hundred years ago.

      “And it’s eleven,” the male added, turning his attention back on the dreads of the skies who had increased their speed as if they’d noticed what was lurking beneath the roofs of the makeshift towers.

      A bluish light flickered, and the male groaned.

      “What is it?” Brax wanted to know, half-leaping out from behind the oversized crossbow.

      The male braced a hand against the railing, sweat beading his forehead as if in strain.

      “Look.”

      When Brax turned, he found Leonidas pointing at the side of the army where the Fae shield had been ripped apart by whatever wicked magic Raynar had imbued in his dragons, and where soldiers, both human and Fae, were scrambling back from the turquoise flames raining down on them.

      Shit! Shit-shit-shit!

      Brax glanced at Leonidas who was already pushing the crossbow into position over its angle.

      “This has to be faster,” Gordan barked—not at Brax but at a pair of soldiers navigating another crossbow in the other corner of the tower. “By Galloris, we’re losing men because of you.”

      He could as well have spoken to Brax directly; that was how useless he felt when he tried to position the tip of the bolt in the right line to take aim.

      “Now!” Gordan shouted, and this time, his gaze was on Brax and then Leonidas who was scrambling to push the crossbow an inch farther to the side.

      Brax lowered his head over the bolt, scanning the path it would take, estimating whether it would be enough, where the dragon was blowing more and more fire into the hole in the shield. He couldn’t pay attention to the screams in the field, or he’d never move his hands again, terrified of failing.

      Beside him, a bolt was set loose.

      Brax held his breath as he watched it zoom across the army until it reached the dragon … and flew past its wing by mere inches.

      The Fae behind the other crossbow cursed in a language Brax didn’t know, and Gordan barked for him to reload before he turned to Brax and Leonidas, with both horror and fury on his features.

      “Now!” he barked again.

      Brax shook his head as he assessed the angle once more.

      If he shot like that, he would have a chance to hit the wing. But the wing would only do so much. What he needed to aim for was the heart. And the dragon was constantly moving.

      “Leonidas.” He leaped to his feet, rushing to the railing where he studied the dragon’s pattern of movement for a few heartbeats, during which he couldn’t ignore the screams and the turquoise flood of death it was unloading upon the soldiers. “Turn it to the left.”

      He leaped back behind the crossbow, angling his body so he could see even the tips of the dragon wings.

      Leonidas didn’t ask why. He merely threw all his force into moving the heavy weapon.

      Brax held his breath again, counting the heartbeats until he knew the dragon would start moving right again. Then he ordered Leonidas to follow the movement of the dragon while he waited until the beast’s chest came into aim.

      He didn’t think as he released the bolt, fingers slick with sweat nearly sliding off the ledger as he pulled it, and he didn’t dare look to watch the bolt zoom past its target—only, it didn’t.

      Screams of a different sort, followed by an all-too-familiar thud, tore through the noise of battle, and Brax blinked to find Gordan nodding at him. “The Prince of Lapidos was right.”

      Brax merely heaved a deep breath before he helped Leonidas load the next bolt and started scanning the sky once more.

      

      The falling dragon blocked everything in Armand’s vision—massive and spasming as it tumbled from the sky with an iron bolt sticking from its chest. On the plus side, it flattened some of the Shygon soldiers and Maraoul attacking, effectively sealing the holes closest to him in the ground. On the minus—it was a dragon in its death struggle, fire leaking from its back in uncontrolled bursts.

      “Down,” Dafdya shouted as she threw out her arm to form a shield over all three of them just as Celius’s arm had caught fire.

      The soldier cursed violently at the ice-cold bite of the flames as he smothered it with pats from his sword hand.

      The screaming—gods, the screaming around them. Most of the human army had seen Leonidas defeat the dragon at Ackwood, but they hadn’t seen it from up close before it was dead. This one was very much alive, its teeth snapping for the bolt as if it could draw it out with a bite. But whatever angle it tried, it didn’t even come close. And as it struggled for relief, its tail swished over the rows of men of both armies, smashing some unlucky ones while others leaped aside in time to avoid the deadly impact of scales and spikes.

      Armand’s feet itched to carry him forward, to bring the dragon to an early end and spare both the humans and the creature the pain.

      Dafdya grumbled something that reminded Armand of an ancient song—Fae language.

      The female caught him staring as she guided them back, shield holding off the worst of the danger as the dragon fire whipped over them.“It sounds prettier than what it means,” she informed him then gestured for him to hurry up.

      Armand kicked into motion, backing up until they hit the bulk of the Human-Fae Alliance just in time as the dragon coiled and hissed, blood oozing from the wound and chest quivering as its heart did a final beat.

      A sigh of icy air left its snout, flames dying in its open maw, and the enormous scaled body stilled as life left it.

      For a moment, a compulsion to go there and see for himself what the creature was made of, if it was a dragon like Addie had been or one of the shifters like Cal.

      Before he could take a step, the ground opened up beneath the dragon, swallowing it as a horde of Maraoul swarmed it, claws ripping and tearing into the scaled hide and teeth sinking into its flesh.

      Armand was thoroughly sick at the image of violence and destruction, his stomach unable to keep in the food he’d eaten a mere hour before battle—too long ago. And strength was leaving him as it was leaving the army behind him, which had been fighting restlessly and bravely against the creatures of Raynar and Liri’s making.

      A short reprieve when the monsters were devouring their own fallen, filling their bodies with new energy in a way his own army couldn’t.

      When the next onslaught of attackers moved out from behind the shrinking heap of dragon, Armand was far from ready. But that no longer mattered. If this army didn’t hold its lines, nothing would save them—and as far as Armand’s eyes could pierce into the distance, there was no end to Raynar’s forces.
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      The absence of winter made wielding ice frustratingly difficult, Drew noticed after pitting his magic against the stifling heat of the Calma Desert for hours. He lifted his arms, palms outward to smother another group of Maraoul that had snuck its path behind the front lines and attempted to attack the Phornian soldiers from behind.

      A gust of snowflakes cut through the battle, toppling over the creatures closest to the only pale woman in the entire Phornian army. Drew had scanned almost every fear-filled face since they had arrived in the heat of a battle the Phornian army could not possibly have won. Thank Vala for the Fae who’d run like the wind to break through the front of monsters swallowing up Phornes.

      The woman ducked, shielding her face with her forearm as Drew’s magic hit imprecise and apparently biting into her skin where it was exposed.

      It was the effect of exhaustion, Drew realized, that made him unable to pin his power to isolated creatures and made him sloppy.

      “I’m sorry,” he told her as he stepped over fallen Maraoul to fight beside her.

      The woman shook her head. “Thank you.” She wiped her face and brought down her simple blade on a Maraoul stirring on the ground.

      Drew didn’t avert his eyes the way he might have a few months ago. He no longer was a stranger to the carnage of battle; neither was he to its bloody sacrifice.

      With a glance over the sandy ground, he reassured himself that only a few Children of Vala and Fae had fallen so far. But those few were enough to fill him with anger and sorrow.

      Across the field of corpses, Drew’s eyes found Palvin’s efficient combat moves, too far away for him to see his features. But from the way he was now using almost exclusively his throwing stars and sword, Drew knew the male was nearly drained.

      At least, the Maraoul didn’t keep emerging from the ground the way they had when they’d arrived. He’d stopped counting the number of slain beasts at over a hundred for the benefit of focusing on his own fading magic.

      Drew swayed as he followed the woman toward one of the final few spots where the enemy was still coming, drawing his own sword as he abandoned the ice in his veins with a thought of how he’d nearly burned out in Lei’Vreah, freezing those Maraoul.

      A tall soldier with long, black hair tied back at the nape of his neck found them, his arms slinging around the woman and planting a kiss on her lips before he turned to Drew. “I don’t know which deity to thank for your timely arrival.” His grim smile was a dash of white on his umber features.

      When Drew didn’t react, wondering for a moment if he’d seen that face before, the man inclined his head so gracefully that his next words didn’t surprise Drew one bit. “Apologies. I shall introduce myself. Taghi Saza Brina.”

      Drew was fast to bow, remnants of human awe of royalty bending his spine too fast for his Fae instinct to catch up. “Prince Taghi.”

      “King,” the woman corrected. “This is King Taghi the Kind.”

      Her smile was both fierce and gentle as she gazed at the King of Phornes, whose armor didn’t show the smallest sign of his status. Just one soldier among many.

      “The Kind?” King Taghi raised an eyebrow at the woman as the last of the battle died around them, no more screams fracturing the silence of the desert.

      “I would think so.” She slung her free arm around his waist, both of them leaning into each other as if for support and comfort as well as for the mere sensation of that closeness.

      For a moment, Drew’s chest ached to press against Palvin’s. But the male was busy picking up the wounded after he wiped his sword on his shirt and returned the throwing stars to his belt.

      “What are the odds of finding the King of Phornes in the middle of the desert?” Valyn drawled as he joined Drew, eyes assessing the humble king before them and the woman at his side.

      “I’ve heard of a foolish prince who made a bargain with the Dragon King,” Valyn continued, “but I didn’t expect him to come clean up his mess.”

      Drew ground his teeth, ready to ram his elbow into the Fae male’s side.

      Instead of flashing his teeth with anger the way any of the males on the battlefield would have done, the human king laughed a bitter laugh. “I never expected anyone other than myself to pay for my mistakes. But ever since that moment of foolishness, the ones I love have been paying instead. So whoever you are, stranger from the Fae realm, I am grateful for your aid in times of need.”

      Drew had been holding his breath, ready to cut King Taghi off when he attempted to use the actual words thank you. But, of course, Taghi knew about the dangers of thanking a Fae and had navigated around it.

      Valyn, to his credit, only looked half-upset at the lack of conflict Taghi allowed.

      “May I introduce Prince Valyn Rynnan Idresea, brother of the King of Ulfray.” Drew spared them the rest of the words he wanted to use to present the male’s character.

      “Pleasure.” Taghi inclined his head the same way he had to Drew, not too proud to show respect to anyone, royalty or no.

      His gaze darted around the battlefield, forehead creasing at the sight of destruction. “I’d love to meet each and every one of our saviors. But before, I’d like to take care of my people.”

      He kissed the woman’s temple and smiled. “I leave it up to my amazing fiancée if she’d like to entertain you in the meantime.”

      The woman’s emerald gaze found Drew’s, questions lingering there that Drew was sure he had no answer to.

      “I’ll help you,” Drew offered, hoping that she’d use the opportunity to share with him how she’d ended up in the Phornian army. There was only one woman with Sivesian background he’d heard of staying in the Khilalian court and that was—“Lady Mckenzie Brenheran,” he realized.

      The woman’s smile broadened. “You wrote to my sister for aid.”

      “And Gandrett sent her little brother.” Her full lips parted over perfect white teeth. A Sivesian noble fighting among Phornian foot soldiers—just like their king.

      It took Drew a moment to digest the news while Valyn found his composure faster. “I regret to inform you that Queen Gandrett is indisposed. We are on our own little mission on our way to rescue her from Raynar’s grasp.”

      Drew noted two things. One—Valyn had called Gandrett queen. Two—he had distanced himself from being there for the sake of aiding Phornes. He didn’t wait to let Lady Mckenzie come to her own conclusions, but gestured at the tall, winged creatures rising between the fallen soldiers.

      “While we help the wounded, I suggest I share more about how we ended up here, and you tell us how you convinced a set of winged giants to aid the Phornian army.”

      Already walking, Lady Mckenzie started speaking. “That sounds like a wonderful idea… What was your name again?”

      Drew bent over to check the pulse of a human soldier—a Child of Vala. “Andrew.”

      

      The sun had long slipped beyond the horizon by the time the Fae conjured fires throughout the camp they’d shifted a few miles north from the battlefield. The columns of smoke from where they’d burned the dead—Phornian soldiers, Fae, Children of Vala, and Maraoul alike—were black pillars in the twilight, reminders of the losses they’d endured and what horrors they had defeated.

      Drew settled down by a campfire, still chewing on the story Mckenzie—she’d insisted he omit her title—had shared as they’d carried wounded soldiers to the carts to transfer them to the new camp and hand them into the care of the oddly quiet ghosts of the White Death.

      At first, their presence had driven chills down his spine, especially with them being created by Shygon and Vala themselves. But when he’d heard how much they despised their father for what he’d done to their mother, and when he’d witnessed how they’d healed major wounds with their bare hands, he’d stopped shaking, and, instead, accepted them. Not that he could have done anything about their presence.

      “Creepy,” Palvin whispered as he folded into a cross-legged seat next to Drew, his eye on the ghosts as well.

      Drew shivered at the proximity of the male for whom he’d feared most of all during the battle.

      “Very much so,” he huffed, turning to study Palvin’s features in the firelight.

      Even though the Vala-blessed had drawn a little water from the near-dry air for them to wash up, streaks of blood were still caked on the male’s face. Of course, Palvin had refused to take the water while others needed it more.

      Drew sighed and reached for the canteen in the pack he was leaning against, opened it, and poured some water over the end of his sleeve.

      “What are you doing?” Palvin demanded, a critical glance resting on Drew’s hands.

      “Hold still,” Drew only told the male and tugged the wet sleeve over his palm before he wiped it over Palvin’s cheeks first then his forehead and chin. “There. Better.”

      He chuckled at Palvin’s stunned expression as he swiped his thumb over the male’s lips.

      Whole—they were whole. Surel had nestled onto a blanket on the other side of the fire, only a few feet away from Valyn, whose eyes rested on her closed lids. Warren and the King Phornes had sat down a bit behind them on the edge of a cart, discussing what the new day should bring should the ground not open up during the night and a new flood of Maraoul emerge to gobble them up. Mckenzie had taken the spot in the king’s lap, her head resting against his shoulder as she followed the conversation with drooping eyes.

      Then there was the Queen of Phornes, who Drew had met in the lazaret while trying to avoid the ghosts tending to the wounded. Miitra Saza Brina was a sight to behold with her dark braid and her armor. A warrior queen to fear. Witty and skilled with the blade—Drew had seen her on the battlefield, wondering about the outstanding fighting style of the female soldier, until he’d learned that the Queen of Phornes, very much like the King, liked to fight side by side with her people.

      And as he looked upon them, a family more than a bunch of friends, he saw something he’d found in Ulfray between the unlikely King and Queen of Fae—family. Mckenzie had found a new family within what had started out as a prison when she’d first been taken there. And she’d found love.

      Drew’s palm was still resting against Palvin’s cheek as he returned his gaze to the male who could make him feel a multitude of emotions including … love. He’d found love as well.

      “It’s going to be a long day tomorrow if we try to cover all that ground to the tower,” Palvin murmured, leaning into Drew’s touch. “We should rest while we can.”

      If they were to free Gandrett, resting to replenish their magical reserves would be mandatory. And even if they’d be at their full strength, there was no guarantee they’d stand the slightest chance against the monster who’d hooked his claws all the way into Phornes, who’d killed a king and a queen without even lifting his own finger. Very much like he’d killed all those villagers in Alencourt—Drew’s own mother—through his followers. And now he had Gandrett.

      Drew didn’t object, but allowed Palvin’s summoned breeze to dry his sleeve before he wrapped his arm around him and pulled him to his shoulder as he laid back on the ground. There they lay, gazing at the stars hidden behind clouds of what had once been their allies and enemies.

      “We’ll find her,” Palvin whispered as he pulled him closer.

      Drew nodded. “Let’s hope there is enough of her left for us to rescue.” And even though he tried to make it sound humorous, all his hopes collapsed at the thought of how a mere fraction of Raynar’s armies had eradicated a quarter of the Phornian forces despite the aid of the giant winged creatures who had fought alongside them like pillars of magic and terror.

      “Sleep, Andrew.” Palvin brushed a kiss to his cheek as he turned in his embrace. “I’ll ward off the nightmares.”

      

      Mckenzie woke at dawn, tucked beneath a blanket and pinned to Taghi’s hard, warm front.

      “Good morning, love.” She could tell from the tone of his voice that his smile was only half-real.

      “It must be good when we’re still alive.”

      She glanced around the camp where soldiers were preparing to march on. The wounded would stay behind with a few of the Vala-blessed and one of the ghosts—not remotely enough to protect them should another group of Maraoul attack, but enough to put Mckenzie’s conscience at ease. Better here than on the battlefield.

      “We’ll reach the tower by nightfall,” Taghi said as he unfolded his arms from her and rose to his feet.

      Mckenzie scanned his tall frame with coiling unease in her stomach. “I don’t know what other option we have than to head right for Raynar himself,” she said as she met his dark gaze, “but I truly wouldn’t mind running and hiding somewhere in the mountains.”

      In response, Taghi’s gaze shot to the east where the mountain range towered over the morning. “I doubt there is anywhere in Neredyn we could go to outrun the Dragon King, Mac.”

      “If what Warren said is true, then the rest of the Fae army is with my brother’s forces,” she said more to reassure herself that at least Brax would stand a chance if he had immortal, magical support.”

      “And they joined with Leonidas Aucrosta’s army,” Taghi reminded her.

      Involuntarily, her gaze shot to Miitra, who was buckling her sword belt a few feet away, face set with resolve as if she’d already made her peace with their likely fate. They hadn’t heard of Muriel for too long. She hadn’t dared confront the Queen of Phornes about the state of her heart when the state of their lives was at stake every other minute. But it was clear, Miitra’s frequent smiles were no longer genuine—as if the Princess of Lapidos had taken a piece of her with her when she’d left.

      “We don’t know the exact dimensions of Raynar’s armies, but if he can send an onslaught of hundreds of monsters to stop a single army, it must be huge,” Miitra threw in, making clear she’d listened in on their conversation. “We could use more than just Leonidas’s legions.” And the heaviness in her words made clear that one warrior princess would have been enough for her.
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      Addie watched with horror how a new wave of attackers broke around the fast-shrinking corpse of the slain dragon. Not even an hour later and the Maraoul had almost reduced it to half its size.

      Armand was down there, among the relentlessly fighting soldiers, and if the screams of the fleeing men were anything to go by, they wouldn’t be holding the lines much longer—especially not when more dragons were flying in.

      She marked them, one by one, their colors familiar even when not as brilliant as when she’d studied them with her dragon eyes. Mecht was among them, arrows bouncing off his gargantuan wings as they boomed across the battlefield.

      “How long until we need to take them down?” Cal asked with his unreliable baritone.

      Addie had long gotten used to the boy’s voice climbing and falling with every other word as he spoke, but this time it shook with fear—not for himself, but for his kin being shot out of the air by the Lord of Ackwood and the Prince of Lapidos.

      “You know Gordan won’t kill them unless they attack.” Addie knew that it would have been smarter to simply eradicate all of them when given the chance, just to take one more weapon away from Raynar. But those dragons—at least, the better part of them—were as reluctant to aid the Dragon King as she had been; they simply didn’t have another choice.

      Had it not been for Armand’s mercy, she might not be alive today either. The Lord of Eedwood had recognized her and protected her by making his men stand down. Her chest constricted at the thought of him down there on the battlefield while she was up here. She could be of use in her dragon form, but Gordan hadn’t listened to her when she’d asked him to shift her, too busy directing the orchestra of fighters below the battlement, every muscle taut as he kept himself from leaping right into the middle of it.

      A pure-bred warrior with deadly instincts and, apparently, unspeakable kindness in his heart. What would happen to her if he died? Who would hold her leash? Would she be free at last?

      Turning her gaze back to Cal, she put a hand on his shoulder. “Raynar doesn’t know we’re here. We’re a secret weapon, and Gordan will only dispatch us when Raynar himself enters the battlefield.” Her words were more for herself than for the boy who dreaded the moment he’d need to face one of his own in the skies.

      In the background, shouted commands and the clashing of steel rang in a constant stream of horror, and as Addie watched one soldier after the other fall on their side, she knew it wouldn’t be long before Gordan would listen and allow her to shift.

      She ground her teeth at the thought that she’d eventually beg him to do it if he continued to hold off.

      “Archers!” The male’s voice boomed across the battlements where arrows were nocked and bows drawn. He gave a sign with his hand, and the arrows flew into the battlefield with deadly precision, shot by the Fae archers he’d positioned strategically along the wall. The other side’s archer-envoy had long been smothered by the Human-Fae alliance, but that hadn’t weakened Raynar’s army in the slightest. Even though the Shygon soldiers were fighting mostly with swords and spears, they managed to gain ground with every passing hour. Not long, and they’d be past the first third of the battlefield.

      The muscles in Addie’s back tightened as she wanted to swish her tail on instinct—but there was nothing attached to the end of her spine that would respond. “They’re trying to wear us out,” she said, surprised when Gordan turned his head, eyes locking on hers, and nodded.

      He prowled over and stood beside her, arms crossed over his chest. “The Maraoul are a pain in the ass, but at least stay dead once killed. As for the human soldiers—” He shook his head, a few strands of tangled, black hair dancing into his face on a breeze. “They keep springing back to life just like Nehelon and Gandrett said they did in Ackwood.”

      “And in Eedwood,” Addie added, pushing back the memories of slaughter in the castle courtyard. “They only remained dead once I ripped them apart.”

      Gordan shouted another command at the archers before he turned back to Addie, eyes searching hers with calm intensity.

      Something inside Addie screamed that this was wrong, wrong, wrong, but another part of her responded with an easy flutter, like a pair of invisible wings on her back. She pursed her lips.

      “Then we’ll instruct the soldiers to rip them apart after they bring them down,” he eventually said, sadness entering his expression.

      Only a male like Gordan could empathize with the enemy, Addie had learned that, if nothing else, about the male—his kindness and generosity.

      “It’s faster if you let me do it,” she offered. “Cal can help. We’ll burn through their forces in no time.”

      A look at the end of the battlefield was enough to know that it was too much of a naive hope to believe that. But it was worth a try. Anything she could do to save lives she would.

      “Shift me,” she said to the general. A request, not an order.

      Gordan considered her with a growing sadness in his eyes.

      “I can help, Gordan. Let me help.” The pleas were already on her tongue, waiting to be launched at the male who held her fate in his capable hands.

      He said nothing as he turned so he faced her fully, unfolding his arms and pulling his lower lip into his mouth.

      “Please, Gordan. I can do nothing in this form. I’m weak and dispensable.” She gestured at her skinny arms, her legs, her useless, narrow chest, and even behind her where no tail and no wings were weighing. “I’m useless like this. But in my dragon form, I am a match for Raynar’s monsters.”

      As he caught her gesticulating hand from the air, for a moment, Addie thought the male would scold her for speaking up, that he would be furious the way Raynar had been. But this was Gordan.

      All he did was hold her hand between them, eyes scanning her face, that same sadness pooling within them. “You are beautiful in this form, Addie.” His eyes didn’t stray from her face the way any other man’s would have to mark the curves hidden beneath her simple clothes. “In this form, you hold a different sort of strength.” With his free hand, he reached for the side of her head, brushing gently over her hair. “Your mind, Addie. Your mind is strong like a fortress. What you’ve endured and not broken—”

      Everything inside Addie tensed at his words—a reminder of what she’d lived through, and that he was right. But she couldn’t kill with that strength. Not the way she could with claws and fire.

      “Shift me, Gordan.” This time, it wasn’t a request.

      The calluses on Gordan’s fingers scraped over her palm as he let her hand slide out of his and nodded.

      “I don’t know how this battle will end, only that we won’t all survive it. So if it is me who dies, I want you to know now, Addie, that I never meant for this to happen.”

      The tightness inside her body eased at the softer expression on his face.

      “I’ve seen how Armand Denderlain looks at you … and how you look at him. I’m not blind. I understand what that means.”

      A different sort of tension entered Addie’s chest at the thought of how easily Gordan had read her—both her and Armand.

      And then there was the sense of having betrayed him.

      She took a small step back, unsure of what to expect.

      Gordan shook his head as he folded his arms once more. “Don’t be afraid of me Addie. I will never do anything to harm you—or him.” He leaned back against the wall. “All I need to know is if there’s a chance your feelings will ever change.” For me.

      He didn’t need to add those last words for Addie to read them in his eyes.

      If she’d ever love him instead.

      Addie opened her mouth to say she didn’t know what, when Gordan cut her off.

      “I wasn’t prepared for this any more than you were. Yet here we are, a Fae male and a human dragon, Mated.”

      Addie’s mouth was still open as he spoke the word—Mated—but nothing sang inside her. No magical string of light wove itself through her; nothing clicked into place. Perhaps she’d allowed him to claim her that moment when he’d called her his in front of Raynar.

      “Is that what we are?” she asked, holding his gaze as she tried to read an answer from the black depths of his eyes.

      “Whatever we are, Addie, know that I appreciate you for the brave woman you are. You are a survivor. That alone makes you special. But I am not foolish enough to pretend I know you. There is nothing in our history that could make me believe that I might be a better choice for you than he is.” His gaze wandered onto the battlefield where the carnage was proceeding without pause, even when the general had taken a break from all of it to speak to her.

      Armand was still down there. “He might die on the front lines,” she whispered, heart aching at the mere thought of it.

      Gordan inclined his head. “He might. As might all the others, including us. This is Raynar’s army we’re facing. I’ve seen what he’s capable of seven hundred years ago. His affinity for cruelty hasn’t changed.”

      Phantom pain sneaked through Addie’s body at the reminder of that cruelty, and she shuddered.

      Gordan didn’t reach out to comfort her, and Addie didn’t seek his comfort. The look they shared was enough for both of them to understand what lengths they would go to in order to stop the Dragon King.

      The screams below the battlements turned louder, and the dragons roaming the air flanked a new dragon entering their ranks. But this one was carrying a tall, dark-haired shape that Addie would recognize anywhere.

      “Liri,” Gordan hissed between clenched teeth.

      The next thing she knew, Gordan grabbed his axe from his belt and jumped off the wall with a powerful leap, leaving her standing there, in her human form with no other way of protecting herself than the ridiculous short sword on her belt that she could wield well enough not to cut herself, but wouldn’t help her last a minute in a real battle.

      “That went well,” Cal commented as he joined her, clearly having overheard their entire conversation.

      “You mean him not shifting me after all?” She didn’t hide the disgruntled disappointment that was peeking through the layer of all-consuming fear at the sight of the exiled Fae Queen who adored Raynar like a god.

      Maybe it was because part of the Dragon King’s anger was fueled by the god of dragons himself. And now that he had his new body, who knew how much of the deity had leaked into him?

      Addie blinked a few times to ground herself in the moment.

      “You talked about the Mate-thing.” Cal’s eyes didn’t leave the horizon where Liri was now a looming presence circling with her dragon like a vulture.

      The breath almost froze in Addie’s throat. All the questions she had if she’d had a choice in whom she loved, if there was anything she could do about that bond, would have to wait.

      For Liri’s dragon stopped right above the center of the carnage, and the entire battlefield froze, both human and Fae, and even the Maraoul petrified like statues of flesh and blood.

      Even Gordan had slowed, head and arms still moving as he desperately tried to break free of the grasp of magic.

      Liri’s chilling laugh sounded across the field like a harbinger of death. “I told you I’d see you on the battlefield, stableboy,” she said; to whom, Addie couldn’t tell until Gordan’s feral snarl ripped the air in response.

      Stableboy? He was the King and Queen’s general. The fear solidified in Addie’s chest, leaving little room for any thought other than, had she been in her dragon form, she’d be able to push off these gods-forsaken walls and fly right for the female who’d become Raynar’s right hand.

      “Where is he?” Liri demanded.

      Her voice rang through Addie like a memory of a summons. She shook her body, just to make sure she was still in control of it.

      “In order to get to him, you need to get past me first,” Gordan responded, his voice so cold Addie thought the battlefield would ice over.

      But Liri laughed again, apparently endlessly amused by the male’s dedication.

      “Have you learned nothing about what it means to stand on the wrong side of power, Gordan Sterngrove?” She lifted a hand from the dragon’s neck, extending it to him. “You can join me and His Majesty, and we’ll forget where you come from and who you served.”

      A genuine offer—for Fae couldn’t lie. None except Raynar. He’d lied about Armand, had said the Lord of Eedwood was dead. But then, Raynar was Shygon’s son. A half-god. More than half, considering that he was Vala’s grandson.

      Addie’s head swam as she wrapped her mind around what they were truly dealing with. She hadn’t dared to take a closer look at all of it when she’d been still under his power. And after Gordan had freed her, she’d been so busy getting reacquainted with her human body that she had barely taken a minute to ponder Raynar for fear her thoughts might summon him the way they had before.

      But now—now things were falling into place. And Addie had never been more afraid.

      “My loyalties stand with the King of Ulfray, Liri.”

      Addie glanced over her shoulder to where she knew Nehelon must be somewhere inside the camp. Not hiding, but sending some of his magic into the ground to hold it against more Maraoul while also not leaving Gandrett out of his sight.

      “What a hero you are, Gordan. You have always been. Too proud to betray your friends. Too much in love with the idea of true loyalty. Too—”

      “You would know, Liri, since you were loyal enough to a male who discarded you for your sister to bring him back from the dead.” Addie could almost see the ferocious expression on Gordan’s features even though he was facing away from her.

      Liri’s responding scream was nothing more than an announcement of the blast of magic she sent into the field, the blinding circle of light encasing Gordan and eradicating soldiers a few feet around him.

      A warning, nothing more, followed by the near-sensuous laugh of the female. But the men crumbled to ashes anyway. The power—

      “How nice that we can agree on something, stableboy. Now hand over my son, and I’ll let your soldiers live.” She eyed the field of armed, capable men below. “They’ll make a good addition to His Majesty’s army.”

      Gordan was about to shout something at Liri when Nehelon emerged from the gate below, and Addie could almost feel the female upon the dragon hold her breath.

      “I’m here, Mother. Let’s end this, once and for all.”

      

      Gandrett’s heart wasn’t beating as she watched the King of Ulfray step out of view as they had planned.

      Remain still and invisible, support from the battlements or from behind the makeshift wall around the camp, but not exert themselves for their powers would be needed once Liri and Raynar came into play.

      And here she was—Liri Idresea, the exiled Fae Queen on a deranged mission to assimilate their armies.

      “Let’s end this once and for all.” Nehelon’s voice was both loud and calm as he shouted at his mother up there in the sky.

      End it. How much Gandrett wished that was possible. They hadn’t defeated her at the Sivesian border, and on the Lost Mountains either. It had been sheer luck they’d escaped when Gandrett had come to save Nehelon from those forsaken towers.

      And today—

      The only differences were the thousands of soldiers standing between Liri and her son. Well, not really between since she was on a dragon high enough above their heads so spears couldn’t reach her. And they were frozen in time by her unholy magic just as she’d halted an entire battle before she’d snatched Gandrett from the battlefield by the Sivesian border. But Gandrett could still make out every detail of the female’s horrifyingly beautiful features.

      What Liri made of seeing her son in the midst of it, Gandrett didn’t even dare to think. Whether she’d believe the role he was going to play—the gods help him for he could not lie…

      “End it.” Liri clicked her tongue. “I’m not so sure ending it is exactly what Raynar has in mind for you, my dear.”

      My dear. Gandrett wanted to leap out of her hiding place on a wagon where she was reaching just high enough to peer between a gap in the battlements yet remained hidden from view by one of the little towers where Gordan had positioned the larger crossbows to shoot the dragons from the sky.

      Maybe they should do exactly that. Liri would be easier to defeat on the ground. At least, there, a blade could cut her while, up in the air, only magic and luck could reach her.

      She watched Brax’s elegant back as he shifted in a crouch behind the crossbow.

      Most of the humans and Fae on the wall had frozen at Liri’s arrival, but much like Gordan, their ability to move hadn’t been taken entirely. Whether they could speak or not, she couldn’t tell—and didn’t want to find out, for it would only bring attention to her.

      “My dear,” Nehelon scoffed. “I stopped being your dear a long time ago, Mother. Probably the day you decided to bring death and destruction upon your own people.”

      Liri laughed, gesticulating in a circle that had Gandrett’s breath catching. If this was another one of her magical attacks—

      Gordan shot Nehelon a cautionary look. But the King of Ulfray ignored his general, taking another step forward. “Ending it is what we should do.”

      Gandrett reached into the Mating bond, stroking against it with her wildly thumping heart. Be careful, Nehelon.

      She’d told him so before he’d left the camp and stepped into Liri’s focus, and he had placed a quick kiss on her lips and reassured her that their plan would work. Better to take Liri down while they had the chance than wait until Raynar joined her and face both of them.

      At least, binding Liri’s attention saved the soldiers from dying for a few hopeful minutes.

      Gandrett shifted an inch, just enough to see all of Nehelon as he came into full view once more, so far out on the field, so exposed to Liri’s whims. So vulnerable, despite his armor, his shield of magic, and the power to command nature.

      He’d use them all, he’d promised.

      “A few weeks ago, I would have agreed to end you right away, but after losing your Mate, that might be a mercy. And we don’t want to become merciful, do we, Lonnie?” Liri’s words bit Gandrett through the Mating bond as they seeped down it, and she grasped the wall harder in an attempt to smother the anger making her magic coil and flare in her veins.

      Not yet. Let Liri believe she’d died. Let her believe Nehelon was an angry, grieving male who’d lost his Mate. It would make her quick to assume he wasn’t thinking clearly from grief, would make her less cautious.

      “I’m surprised you even have the word mercy in your vocabulary,” he told her, tone even, guarded.

      Liri laughed as she directed the dragon lower and held out a hand. “You can make all of this less painful if you join me willingly, Lonnie. Raynar will accept you into his service the same way he accepted me.”

      This time it was Nehelon who laughed. “If you believe for a second I’d choose him over death, you believe wrong.”

      “So eager to cross into Hel’s realm, son? I thought you had more spark in you. But the half-breed took it all out of you—your temper, your fight.”

      “She took many things from me,” Nehelon responded so smoothly that Gandrett could have been fooled that those words wouldn’t make him grin under normal circumstances.

      Not a lie.

      My heart, you took, he’d said the night before, and all my good intentions when it comes to sleeping chastely beside you, no matter how tired we both are. No matter how we need the rest. Then he’d laid her down on her back, peeled her out of her pants, and spread her before him while he devoured her with lips and tongue. A shiver ran through her at the memory, and she sent it down the bond, hoping Nehelon would feel her, know that she saw what he was doing. How he was playing Liri.

      “And now she’s been taken from you.” Liri’s smile was a grimace of malice.

      “I will see her again. The sooner we end this, the sooner I’ll be with her.” Truth again. The sooner he killed Liri, the sooner he’d return to Gandrett.

      She bit down on her lower lip, focusing on the way the dragon was now close enough to rip off heads with its claws—including Gordan’s with only a few more wingbeats.

      “And you want me to be the one to send you to your Mate?” Liri’s raised eyebrow was apparent in her tone, the slight suspicion rising as Nehelon seemed so eager to give up his life.

      “I wouldn’t mind if you lent me a hand, Mother,” Nehelon said, again too smooth, too blank to be mistaken for anything other than the calculating male she’d met that first day in Everrun. “But you’ll need to come down here, to me.”

      Liri’s dragon swished its tail, smashing a few soldiers below it to the hard ground. Gandrett was half-surprised they didn’t shatter like glass dolls.

      Even if Brax and Leonidas before her were alert and able to move enough to bring down that dragon, the beast would smother a good fifty men if it fell where it was.

      Maybe waiting wasn’t the way to go. Maybe, taking matters into her own hands was the smartest choice. She’d won her battles as Vala’s Blade by herself. Even if the Meister had presented her with multiple opponents, she’d felt them out, tricked them into believing she was less than what she actually had been, and then defeated them.

      What she hadn’t considered back then was that her strength, her precision, her stamina, even if not half of what it was now, had been a first sign of her Fae heritage. Of course, the Meister would have never told her. He’d delighted too much in seeing her prove herself against each and every Child of Vala he set before her. That very same Meister who’d been the Dragon King’s general and accomplice of Liri Idresea in bringing back Raynar Leyon. Fire flared hot in Gandrett’s veins as an avalanche of all the wrongs she’d endured at the Meister’s hand crushed down on her—at all the wrongs that Liri had done to Nehelon. The wrong she was intending to do to him now.

      Willing her fire into icy calm, Gandrett pulled herself another inch higher to assess her best path onto the field. She could climb over the wall and leap into battle the way Gordan had done, but her body wasn’t all Fae; her human bones might shatter at the impact.

      She was still scanning the battlements when Liri laughed with all the murderous charm of the monster she was, and a blast of magic swept over the battlefield like a tidal wave, flattening soldiers to the ground. Gordan stumbled to the side, bracing himself against the vicious wind, slicing through it with his axe as he fought his way toward his brother. As if Liri had withdrawn some of her power from stilling the battle for the benefit of bringing them all to the ground, Gordan’s legs were free once more, and some of the soldiers were crawling to the side, out of reach of the dragon now setting its claws onto the dry earth.

      Liri laughed a cruel laugh as she jerked her chin for Nehelon to come to her. “Last chance, son. If you come willingly, I’ll let the soldiers live.”

      Nehelon only shook his head.

      Gandrett’s heart stilled. Liri would do it. She’d wipe out an entire army to punish her son’s defiance.

      Cautiously, she loosened her hold on the wall to aim one palm at the female who might change the course of this battle, ending it before they’d even had a chance to win. Ice cracked in her veins, and water sang in her ears. If only she could find enough somewhere to direct it toward the queen and drown her in a liquid cage…

      She felt it in her fingertips—the dryness of the desert in the south, the blank mountains in the west, and the grassy plains in the east.

      “I give you three days, Nehelon. That should be enough for you to decide if you’re ready to sacrifice every last one of your soldiers to save yourself.” Liri’s words were as much a surprise as they were a shock.

      Nehelon had played his role well, had not given away even a hint of how he wasn’t grieving. Yet, Liri’s head whipped to the battlements, gaze landing on Gandrett with icy precision.

      “Don’t think I haven’t figured out that you are there, Gandrett Brayton,” she shouted, her voice somehow still sensuous. “If Vala’s last heir were to die, the pain of the goddess would ripple through the world and leave a crack that could never be sealed.”

      Everything in Gandrett went cold as her eyes locked on Liri’s over the distance and she pulled up her magic to strike. It didn’t matter now if anyone would see her—Liri had seen her. The only chance they had left was killing the exiled queen before Raynar could learn the truth.

      Gandrett pulled herself onto the battlements and stepped past Brax and Leonidas, who were both still partly frozen. She didn’t stop when they hissed at her to be careful. If anyone, it was she who knew how dangerous Liri Idresea truly was. Magic trickled down her arms, pooling in her palms.

      Not yet—

      She stepped to the edge, climbing onto the wide rail of earth and roots and stone. Below, she spotted Kouyen on the battlefield, his dark eyes on her while the rest of his body seemed to be stiff and frozen like most of the army.

      Now. She had to do it now before Raynar could look into Liri’s mind and learn even more. Addie—she needed to protect Addie … and Cal. She didn’t dare look over her shoulder to see if the boy had turned into his dragon form.

      All she did was stare down the female atop the dragon and read her composed features with a smirk on her lips.

      “How good then that you are not a child of the gods, so your death will go unnoticed,” she shouted as she hauled her magic from the bottom of her cache and released it at the female with a scream of rage and vengeance.

      Later, she’d worry about the consequences.

      Fire burned through the air, swished mere feet over the soldiers’ heads, coiled as it blasted past the shields that had once protected the army from above, all dissolved now that Liri had stilled the battle.

      Liri’s eyes went wide at the onslaught of flames, the dragon backing up a few steps. The soldiers it crushed under its claws didn’t scream, still petrified by Liri’s magic.

      Now.

      Gandrett pushed her full force into the flames as they hit the exiled queen and her dragon. Nehelon’s shout disappeared somewhere in the sudden background noise of moans and groans and screams of pain and fear—a warning, perhaps. Gandrett didn’t dare shift her focus for even a second, all her energy pouring into keeping that column of heat maintained as it wrapped around the female, broke, shattered—

      Below the soldiers were ambling away from the bucking dragon.

      Sweat broke on Gandrett’s forehead, her body shaking with strain as she fueled the fire, kept her magic flowing. It welded back together in a spearlike shape, aiming for the queen once more. She felt the force of Nehelon’s magic weaving into hers as the spear sharpened, brightened.

      And this time, it didn’t break.

      A scream of fury erupted from Liri’s throat at the same time the dragon roared a wave of turquoise fire. The heat in Gandrett’s veins buckled and ebbed as Liri’s flood of snow and wind battered against Gandrett’s body.

      Her knees went wobbly, and she only knew it was Leonidas Aucrosta catching her as she staggered back on the rail because his lilting Lapidonian voice cursed creatively as he threw them against something solid to push it around at Brax’s command.

      “Left!” Brax repeated. “A bit more.” Leonidas groaned with strain then halted.

      The air seemed to freeze at the sound of a released bolt tearing through it when it zoomed for the dragon.

      The beast tumbled back to the ground as it was trying to rise, and on top of it, Liri screeched with the fury of Galloris himself. The dragons which had been flanking them turned in the air as if called by a distant command, and the rest of the battle unfroze, the sound of clashing swords filling the air once more.
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      Gandrett blinked and took a stabilizing breath before she rolled out of Leonidas’s arms. The prince didn’t try to hold her back as she ambled for the ladder and stumbled down the path toward the gate where, outside, Nehelon had been swallowed up in the midst of the fleeing army.

      “Hold your ground!” she shouted as she pushed out a shield to protect herself against stray blades and arrows. “You need to fight! Neredyn needs you!”

      Some of the soldiers halted, turning and flanking her. She didn’t care if they were human or Fae as long as they snapped out of their panic and returned into some sort of formation that would help them protect the camp from Liri’s wrath. No matter how much she’d watched the female fall with her dragon, she wouldn’t believe she was dead unless she saw her bleeding corpse with her own eyes.

      “To the queen!” Gordan’s voice boomed across the battle noise.

      More soldiers flanked her, some turning on the spot where they’d been running toward her and building a line of protection in front of her. She didn’t stop, but pushed them aside on her path to the dying dragon.

      “Gandrett!” She heard his voice before she felt him through the bond—whole and safe, but brimming with fear for her.

      She didn’t stop for him either, simply tugging on the bond in hopes he’d find her on instinct, and continued on her path, eyes on the steaming heap where the dragon had collapsed, where Liri’s body should have ended up in flames and smoke.

      A few moments later, Nehelon was running beside her, his legs so much faster than hers. His magic wrapped around her weakened one and extended the shield, wrapped it around the male joining them from the other side.

      Gordan’s face was set with determination as he sped past her, Nehelon following suit. Gandrett tried to keep up, pushing herself hard. But her body was tired, her magic nearly drained.

      By the time the two males made it to the dragon, Gandrett’s feet had become leaden, and she barely managed human speed anymore. She stumbled a few more steps before her knees buckled and she hit the ground.

      “I’m all right,” she said to one of the Fae soldiers who’d come to her aid and picked herself up just in time to witness Nehelon’s magic flush the smoke away from the burning dragon.

      Atop the heap of scales and scorch marks, the exiled Fae Queen was hovering like on a board of hard air, her hair and black gown billowing around her. A single cut on her pale cheek leaked a thin streak of crimson all the way down to the corner of her lips.

      “How nice to see your Mate well and alive, Nehelon,” she crooned.

      At least, Gandrett believed that was what Liri had done. All sounds had been drowned out around her as Nehelon’s shield wrapped around her alongside Gordan’s. From the corner of her eye, she thought she saw Warren’s ginger hair under a helmet but didn’t dare look away from the female gloating up there, above her Mate, above their commander and friend.

      Sword in hand, Nehelon launched himself at the female, not waiting another moment for her to wreak havoc on his army or his people. Gandrett’s heart stuttered with panic as he clashed with the shield she’d put around herself. Her feet set in motion of their own volition as every instinct inside her drove her to get to him.

      Liri’s magic lashed out in a blast of snow and light, blinding Gandrett, blinding the soldiers coming to the King of Ulfray’s aid. She stumbled back a few steps, losing track of her Mate in the blur of brightness and movements that scared her more than anything had ever scared her.

      Faintly aware of the desperate battle extending around her where the Shygon soldiers gained ground in the confusion and panic spreading through the Human-Fae Alliance, Gandrett steeled her spine to proceed toward the source of the hazard, each step full of anguish, full of that swirling fear for Nehelon that made it hard to breathe.

      Her magic sputtered awake as she spotted his dark hair in the light, too low by the ground to mean anything good. But he got back up, climbing through the sizzling flames still licking on the dragon’s hide. A peak of pain shot through the bond, nearly bringing her back to her knees. But Gandrett had learned to endure it long before she’d ever known of the Fae Queen’s existence. Long before she’d ever held a sword in her hand, she’d learned what suffering meant, how to breathe through the agony of the Meister’s punishments. One deep breath after another.

      Gordan. He was closer to Nehelon than she was. He’d hold off Liri even if he paid with his life.

      Everything inside her revulsed at her own willingness to sacrifice her friend—Nehelon’s brother—to save her Mate. But if it came to it—

      Too stubborn to simply give up, she pushed herself forward until she could feel the heat and ice of a battle of magic contained in a column of light and storm. Nehelon’s magic. Liri’s magic. And in the middle of it—Gordan swung his axe at the female, a battle scream on his lips.

      And as they fought, they were moving away from the dragon, flames bending as they descended onto the earth and scorched grass.

      

      Liri’s familiar face was both beautiful and terrible just as he remembered it when she sent one whiplash of storm after the other after Nehelon. It would have been a lie to say he didn’t wonder why she hadn’t long ago cleaved Gordan open with her magic the way she’d threatened so often during their childhood days when he’d hidden him in the stables.

      Whatever magic Gandrett had unleashed on his mother, Liri wasn’t half as powerful after blocking the onslaught of Gandrett’s flames at first and then taking the hit of both their combined forces. By Vala and Galloris himself, Liri had been hit in the chest by a spear of magic—and she was still standing, a dribble of blood from her snow-white cheek the only proof there ever had been an attack at all.

      But her magic wasn’t the all-consuming force it had been at the Sivesian border where she’d ambushed them, bled out their strength by letting them fight her Maraoul first, and then merely snatched Gandrett after a few threats. His heart hammered in his chest like a wild drum at the thought of anything like that happening again.

      They needed to bring her down, and they needed to do it now, before she managed to disappear the way she had with Gandrett. For the gods’ sake, his Mate was on her way to him—to Liri. And if anything terrified him as much as seeing her in Raynar’s grasp, it was seeing her in Liri’s.

      Nehelon gripped his sword harder as he lifted it above his head to bring down his sword on his mother.

      “So this is what it has come to, Nehelon? You’ll kill your own mother?”

      “I’ll kill the monster who cursed my people, took my Mate, and betrayed both her sons.” He didn’t care that Valyn had stood on the wrong side in this fight. All he could think of was that he wasn’t the only one who’d suffered at her hand, and if he didn’t bring an end to her, he wouldn’t be the last.

      Gordan was a shadow beside him, his movements smooth, precise. Every blow was a potential hit, had it not been for Liri’s potent magic, which still warded every attack off.

      But together... Together, they’d bring that end about what he’d offered his mother earlier. Her end.

      “You will do no such thing,” Liri told him with a smirk. “Look at you, Lonnie. How far you’ve come. King of Ulfray. Mated to the Savior of the Fae. You can keep her if you don’t fight back, Nehelon.”

      Fury raged in Nehelon’s chest at the way Liri spoke like she possessed Gandrett, like she was an item to give or take away as she pleased.

      He brought down his sword, pushing all his strength into the blow.

      The blade cut through flesh and bones and, for a moment, Nehelon believed that this was it, that Liri would topple over and cease to be.

      A groan of pain too familiar to ignore told him that he hadn’t hit his mother, but that her insane magic had redirected the hit, channeling all its force into his brother’s flesh. Blood gushed from Gordan’s side in a horrifying stream that couldn’t mean anything good. Especially not when Gordan was already weakened and his ability to heal might be tainted by his exhaustion or Liri’s power—or both.

      Liri grinned at him. “So easily enraged, son. Now like it was back then. I told you servants were only there to die for you. Maybe now, you’ll listen.”

      Nehelon ground his teeth, only realizing what had happened when Liri’s magic hit him in the chest, pushing out of her little cage of snow and light.

      “No!” He swung his arms, balancing himself before he charged back at the column of power that left a trail of blood in its wake as it gradually moved away.

      “Nehelon—” Gandrett’s voice was like a tether, holding him back when all he could think of was that his blow—his attempt to kill Liri—had sliced right into his brother’s heart.

      He fought it. Broke free of it with a look at the bond that was whole—Gandrett was whole. Weak but whole. Above, the dragons had retreated; the soldiers were back in formation, Kouyen and Warren flanking their queen.

      She didn’t need him even when everything commanded him to go to her, to grab her and run. His instincts as a Mate would have to wait until he’d saved his brother—especially when he was the reason Gordan had been injured.

      The muscles in Nehelon’s legs burned as he sprinted after the fading light. Not again. Not with Gordan. Not with anyone.

      Gritting his teeth, he leapt—

      When he landed inside Liri’s column of winter and morning light, Gordan’s groan of defiance almost brought him to his knees.

      “Get out,” he muttered between clenched jaws, blood dribbling from the corner of his mouth.

      Nehelon’s stomach tightened. Not like this.

      Liri merely stood over his brother with that same cruel smile, which, as a boy, he’d believed was that of a loving mother.

      He didn’t sheath his sword as he reached for Gordan and wrapped his arms around his torso while, at the same time, he beseeched the ground to grow a cage of soil to stop Liri’s magic from moving them forward—away from Gandrett, from the battlefield.

      It responded with crackles and rumbles, forcing itself around the pillar of cold brightness around Liri. And as it grew and enclosed them, Nehelon felt solid ground beneath his feet as he pulled Gordan against him—away from Liri, who merely eyed his efforts. “So your Mate isn’t coming for you, is she?”

      “Gandrett will never come anywhere near you again unless it’s to slit your traitorous throat,” Nehelon spat, his arms weakening as he shoved all his strength into keeping that cage upright against Liri’s own magic, which kept pushing onward.

      She laughed. “Not your Mate, son. His Mate.”

      Gordan twitched in Nehelon’s arms, his usually so tan face wan. “My Mate will never come for me.”

      Something in Nehelon’s chest ached for his brother, who was too good to ask anything of Addie.

      “And there, I thought taking that bond from His Majesty taught you just how powerful she is.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Nehelon wanted to know.

      Liri smirked as if she were going to withhold a response. But when Nehelon inched back against the soil he’d summoned, she opened her mouth and said, “The stableboy could have never broken that bond, Mate or no Mate. It was the dragon who broke it as she gave herself into his service.”

      Nehelon stared at Liri for a long second, his muscles screaming at him to lay down Gordan and take a rest. But he wasn’t done. “What is that supposed to mean?” he repeated.

      “He holds her leash just as Raynar holds the leash of the other dragons. Not made dragons, but real dragons. She isn’t of the stableboy’s making, so the only power he holds is that over her form, the way Raynar holds the power over the other dragons’ forms. The bond is that to her dragon heart. But is it a Mating bond as well? ”

      Nehelon wasn’t sure if Gordan’s shaking was one of anger, fear, or something even worse, and he couldn’t tell, if it even mattered, for that shaking grew weaker, and the tang of blood grew stronger.

      He couldn’t continue to allow her to lure him to ask questions. Each moment he waited was one moment too many. What he needed to do was end her once and for all before she could trick him once more.

      “Mate—” Gordan’s words were a mere breath. “She is my Mate.”

      Then he sagged in Nehelon’s arms, and his full weight almost dragged Nehelon down with him.

      Liri’s face froze as Nehelon’s gaze locked on hers, and he called the last of his magic to him.

      “You’ve terrorized Neredyn for long enough.” He grasped Gordan tighter so he wouldn’t slip from his arms as he readied himself to strike. “It’s time for you to face the god you so frantically adore.”

      Wind and earth and heat swirled beneath their feet. Nehelon turned and twisted a hand to direct his open palm at Liri.

      But Liri was ready. The light and snow vanished, exposing a fragile web of soil around them instead, and outside, the heat of the battle. Nehelon didn’t look anywhere other than at the dark swirls of power streaming from his mother’s hands and aiming right for his neck, binding him like with a rope—the way she’d tried to hang Gordan at the Sivesian border—he remembered every detail his brother had shared about those minutes before she’d taken Gandrett.

      His stomach jolted as his Mate reached out to him. Her scream of his name tore through the noise of battle. He could have sworn her silhouette appeared at the side of the cage he’d built for himself when the rope tightened and he dropped Gordan for the benefit of grappling at the tightening darkness.

      His magic strained and fought, pushing and pulling at Liri’s unholy power, but to no avail. And with his strength spent—

      “Say goodbye, Gandrett,” Liri crooned to the edge of the cage, the rope forcing Nehelon’s neck to turn so his eyes met Gandrett’s panicked green ones through the crumbling bars of soil and roots. Not crumbling—melting. They melted where Gandrett’s hand touched them, a steady trickle of water pouring from her palm.

      Not enough to drown Liri on the spot. Not enough for a spear of ice or a whip to throttle her. Gandrett was barely remaining on her feet—and at his own feet, Gordan had stopped twitching.

      “No—” Gandrett frantically clawed at the cage. “Nehelon. Please—”

      Before she could voice what she might have attempted asking from the merciless female holding Nehelon’s life in her hands, Liri tugged on the leash, and Nehelon’s feet lifted off the ground.

      In reflex, his hands snapped up behind his neck where a physical rope would have been leading him upward, but found thin air. No place to hold onto, to pull his weight onto—only that sling around his neck that tightened and tightened until—

      Until he collected the last of his strength and wits and, with a blast, released what he’d summoned to bring down Liri’s pillar of snow and light.

      It dissipated on a phantom wind, Liri’s chuckle carrying it away. Gandrett’s scream echoed in his ears, in his skull, in his chest as the bond throbbed with agony.

      Her hands were already reaching through the soil—her arm, one shoulder. If he didn’t stop her, she’d be through it in no time.

      Nehelon exhaled a wheezing breath, but didn’t let the earth crumble around them. As long as the cage held, Liri would remain where she was, weakened and within grasp. Kouyen and Warren would come with some of the Fae soldiers to take her down and—

      “Please, Nehelon.” I can help. Let me help, he could almost hear those last words in the way the bond throbbed and twisted inside his chest.

      She couldn’t.

      Liri lifted her palm once more. But this time, Nehelon had nothing to pit against it. He grimaced a smile at Gandrett as he closed his eyes.

      The swish and the thud of the bolt came a second before Liri’s magic combusted in a cascade of thunder and lightning.

      Nehelon gasped for air as the rope flicked back from his neck. A hand touched his arm, grabbing the edge of a leather piece of his armor.

      The next thing he knew was Liri’s wet chuckle as she toppled over, a thick iron bolt protruding from her chest and eyes rolling back in their sockets. And her final words terrified him more than knowing he’d been about to die at her hands.

      “He knows you’re here, Gandrett. He’ll be coming for you.”
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      The shouts and screams of soldiers both human and Fae filled the air like a cacophony of pain and fear as Brax launched out from behind the crossbow.

      By Vala. When he’d pushed the ledger, he hadn’t expected to make any impact other than a momentary distraction of the Fae female that had tried to hang the King of Fae with her terrifying magic right there in the middle of the battlefield. But he’d hit her critically. He could tell by the way she sagged to the ground. And by the way Nehelon Idresea jerked back to his feet, arms flying around Gandrett in an embrace that would have probably squeezed the life out of a human body.

      The way the iron grasp of Liri’s magic had eased away from his limbs and all the soldiers on the wall had started moving normally again..

      “Well done, Braxley.” Leonidas’s hand fell onto his shoulder, exhaustion evident in the prince’s voice.

      Of course, Leonidas had fought the magical grasp as much as Brax had, but he’d been frozen in time even worse than Brax. Maybe it was because he’d stood closer to the female or because he was more susceptible for other reasons, Brax didn’t even want to think about what impact the prince’s recent injuries might have had.

      When he’d noticed Gandrett leap past him, Brax had known that this wasn’t merely about waiting for the Fae to solve things. The Fae hadn’t been enough. The King of Fae hadn’t been enough. The gods forsaken hulk of a general hadn’t been enough.

      So when Gandrett had appeared on the battlefield, her body fighting the exhaustion from the use of her magic, Brax had known that they’d need help. And while the men at the other crossbows had gone for the dragon with what little freedom to move they’d been granted, Brax had bided his time until he’d gotten a clear view of the exiled Fae Queen and then—

      Then he’d pushed the device with all the strength he’d found in his unresponsive body and released the bolt.

      Leonidas’s hand glided down his arm, sliding into his. “You did it, Brax. She’s dead.”

      Brax merely nodded, breaths coming shallow and fast as the full meaning of what he’d done hit him—killed the female who’d bred an army of monsters, who’d aided the Dragon King on his path to conquest of all of Neredyn. Then he leaned against Leonidas’s shoulder, allowing the feel of the prince’s warmth and beating heart to soothe him—for a moment only. For beneath the battlement of earth and magic, the human and Fae armies came to a sudden halt as the opponents vanished the way they’d appeared as if stepping through a gap in the world.

      Not a sound filled the suddenly dry air. Not a sword clashed with the foes’. All that remained was a thick silence and the tang of smoke and burning flesh.

      “To the camp!” Nehelon’s shout tore through the beat of nothingness, and as if hit by a whip, soldiers set in motion, picking up the wounded and carrying them back to the makeshift gate.

      By the gods—there were hundreds of them, human and Fae, their limbs slashed by blades or claws or worse. The female who’d spent the night with Celius ushered the ones who could walk into one section of the camp, watching as they limped forward in a slow trickle.

      But Brax’s gaze returned to Gandrett and Nehelon, their hands joined as they knelt beside the commander’s still form on the ground.

      Nehelon’s palm rested on Gordan’s shoulder as if in comfort, but he’d seen enough of Fae healing in his days with Kouyen and Dafdya that he recognized it exactly for what it was. And judging by the way Nehelon swayed even now that he was sitting back on his haunches, Brax knew that the Fae King was at his limits—the same way as he’d been at his limits saving Gandrett in the great hall at Ackwood all those months back before Brax had learned of the dimensions of sacrifice this world would demand of him.

      “Keep your eyes on the sky,” one of the men on the wall ordered.

      Brax didn’t object as Leonidas pulled away, squeezing his hand gently before he placed it back on the ledger. Then the prince loaded another bolt into the oversized crossbow.

      “Just in case,” he commented and tilted the bow in a way that the tip of the bolt pointed toward the clouds once more.

      He was about to lift his eyes to the horizon, where neither Raynar’s army nor the dreads of the skies were visible, when a female shape in a woolen cloak pushed her way in the wrong direction—outward into the field, leaping over fallen soldiers and gaping holes in the ground where Maraoul had disappeared like moles.

      “Addie!” Armand’s call followed her from near the gate where he was helping a Fae male with an ugly, jagged tear in his thigh hobble toward Dafdya’s care.

      Addie didn’t stop. She didn’t even look back at the sound of her name as she headed toward the King and Queen of Fae and their general.

      

      No. The painful pulsing of the bond couldn’t mean anything good as Addie stumbled between soldiers like a leaf trying to float upstream. She staggered a few steps around a hole in the ground where, not even a few minutes ago, Maraoul had swarmed from, biting and clawing with the sole intention to kill and devour. She didn’t care.

      “Addie!”

      Armand’s voice cut into her like a knife of pleasure and anguish, nearly overriding the depth of fear gnawing on her as she gained foot by foot toward the source of it.

      He was on the ground, more dead than alive—Gordan. And not even the singing of her heart at every thought of Armand could bring her to stop and listen. To turn and face the disappointment in his eyes as she continued forward anyway to hold the male’s hand who’d freed her of Raynar.

      The male who should mean more to her than what he actually did. Her Mate.

      She’d deal with the Lord of Eedwood later, would explain everything to him, the depth of feelings that had carried her through every waking moment in the Dragon King’s captivity. She’d tell him how much she’d wished she got to kiss him once, how she’d cursed her ugly dragon maw, her massive body, and the inability to voice her thoughts. How her heart had broken when she thought he’d been dying when she’d carried him to safety from his castle. And how, even now, there was nothing she’d love more than to collapse into his arms and remain there for the rest of her life.

      But the string connecting her to her Mate kept tugging her forward relentlessly, and her feet yet again followed someone else’s demand—even when, this time, it wasn’t a person’s will she had to bend to, but that starcrossed joke of the gods that had paired her and Gordan.

      Her heart hammered against her ribs like a drum as she finally broke through the last ranks of soldiers, ignoring their grunts of disapproval as she shoved them out of her path. Then, there were only those few long strides that separated her from him, and Addie slithered to her knees at his side, half crashing into Gandrett.

      “Gordan.” She panted his name over and over again. “No.”

      Pale—he was so pale. And that wound on his arm and chest—

      Addie swallowed the lump forming in her throat.

      Faintly aware of Gandrett’s arm wrapping around her shoulders, Addie bent over her Mate, hot tears springing to her eyes as she noticed the shallow breath streaming from his parted lips.

      “You have to open your eyes, Gordan.” She didn’t care that it was a mute demand, that it was no longer in his hands what he did or didn’t do with that warrior’s body. Even such a small thing as blinking. “You have to shift me.”

      For in her dragon form, her tears wouldn’t be a desperate sign of devastation, but something strong, magical—something of power that could save the male’s life.

      “Please,” she sobbed. “Please don’t die.” Even if that would keep her on someone’s leash. He didn’t deserve to go like that—cut open on a battlefield. He didn’t deserve to die when she lived. She, who had killed and tormented at the Dragon King’s demand. He was too kind, too good, too—

      “Addie.” Her name was a shuddering breath on his lips, a groan of pain, a whisper of fear before the end.

      On instinct, her hands flew to his, grasping them despite Nehelon’s protest that he was trying to save what he could.

      “Listen to me, Gordan,” she told him, willing him to open his eyes until he finally blinked to reveal a pair of glazed, black irises. She sucked in a breath, both startled by the anguish written in his gaze and the other emotion that she didn’t want to name, even though she recognized it as surely as she recognized the morning sun for what it was. “Shift me, Gordan. You’ve got to shift me.”

      Gordan’s lips moved as if he was going to speak, but a trickle of blood was all that made it past his lips.

      No. Not like this.

      “Don’t you dare die, Gordan Sterngrove.” She clasped his fingers harder, not stopping for a beat to wonder if Nehelon’s hands reaching past her to place his palms over Gordan’s wounds once more would do any good when the king was drained and close to collapse himself. “Don’t you dare die before you give me a chance to pay you back what you did for me.” Save you, she added in her mind, for that was what he’d done for her.

      Gordan’s lips twitched in an attempt to smile, but the light had begun to fade from his eyes.

      “Now, Gordan. You’ve got to do it now.”

      Gandrett’s arm tightened as if in comfort.

      Addie shook it off, hissing the way she’d have in her dragon form. She felt it then, the tingling along her spine, the shaking and flickering of power inside her body. Gordan’s mouth curved this time as his eyes traced her features. “Beautiful, in both forms,” he whispered before his lids cut off that connection, hiding all emotions behind two half-moons of thick, black lashes.

      Then he shrank. Smaller and smaller. Farther away.

      No. Addie grew. Taller and taller, her legs suddenly powerful again, her arms too heavy to remain near Gordan’s chest.

      Somewhere in the background, Nehelon cursed, and Gandrett staggered aside, out of the way of Addie’s growing tail. Her wings spread over them all like a roof to lock out the world, and from her eyes, those tears streamed freely as she beseeched the gods to have mercy on the male who’d given everything to save his king and queen—her friend, her Mate.

      Gordan coughed more blood, his chest spasming where the tears soaked into his armor.

      Take it off him, she tried to say to Gandrett, but her voice was once more lost to her dragon form, and all she could do was cry and hope. But at least, in this form, she couldn’t be easily broken.

      “She’s trying to save him,” Nehelon realized and Addie’s tears flowed no longer merely from fear and grief, but from gratitude for the group of people who’d become her new companions, her friends.

      The king’s fingers latched onto the sliced-open leather, ripping it apart until Gordan’s blood smeared chest lay bare, then the arm. Even in the crimson mess that his body was, she couldn’t deny that hundreds of years of being a warrior had left their mark on the lines of muscles now quivering and rippling as she brushed her scaled cheek against his shoulder—a nudge to let him know she was there, that she was doing what she could to keep him in this realm.

      It was only when his breath spasmed into gasps and he jolted that Addie jerked back half a foot, avoiding him crashing into her. He was sitting up now, eyes level with hers, and shaking as he stared like he’d never seen her before.

      I’m sorry, Addie thought at him. For what exactly, she couldn’t tell. Only that, as they gazed at each other—Fae male and dragon, Mates perhaps or something different entirely, despite the meaning of their bond—Addie’s tears ceased.

      “Hel will be upset with you, Addie,” he whispered, “for he was already expecting me in his gentle darkness.”

      There is nothing gentle about death, Addie thought at him, and Gordan smiled.

      “Perhaps not, Addie. But at least, then you would no longer be tied to me.”

      Addie shrank back an inch when the male answered her thoughts as if she’d spoken aloud, and his eyes widened the same moment he realized what had happened.

      He placed his hand on her cheek, the one that had rested against his shoulder as she’d cried, and stroked his fingers along it beneath her eye.

      “You shouldn’t be tied to anyone, Addie. Especially not to me.” Especially if you love him. He didn’t need to speak those last words, for they were evident in those black eyes as he surveyed her, reading something from her that she wasn’t sure he’d find.

      “I was going to find a way to set you free, Addie. It’s what I’d decided up there on the battlements when we talked before I went into battle. But Liri said something”—he braced himself with his free hand beside his hip as his strength seemed to falter once more—“and I think she might have been right.”

      Addie’s gaze dropped to the thin scar crossing his chest and arm where her tears had welded his flesh back together. He’d live—like Gandrett had lived. Like Armand had lived.

      What did she say? Addie wondered if he’d really heard her or if it was his superior ability to empathize that allowed him to find the right words at the right time, to respond to her questions as if he could read inside her mind.

      “I didn’t truly free you from Raynar, Addie. You freed yourself … just as you shifted yourself now.”

      Addie knew she was staring unblinkingly into his eyes, knew that other males might have long bolted from that intense dragon’s gaze that could have as well been a sign that she’d attack in the next moment.

      But this male would never run from her. This male was her friend more than he was her Mate.

      “Shift, Addie. It’s your choice who or what you want to be.” His hand slipped from her cheek as he laid back on the ground, chest heaving heavily. “It’s your choice where you want to go and who you want to love.” He closed his eyes as if he were going to take a nap after an exhausting day. “It’s your choice if you want to be Mated to me. All I’ll ever ask from you is to be yourself—dragon or human.”

      Everything inside Addie stilled at his words, listening, sensing for the trap, for the untruth, for the whiplash of betrayal that she was so used to from Raynar whenever he’d spoken kindly to her.

      But nothing came—nothing but the calm breathing of the male who’d so selflessly given her a gift that nobody had ever offered. Freedom.

      Addie felt the tingling in her spine once more, her body itching to return to her human form so she could gather him in her arms and embrace him. She pitted her will against it, remaining the scaled monster even as the Fae gave her a wide berth, and, with a meaningful glance at Gandrett, lowered herself to her belly beside Gordan.

      Thank Vala, her friend understood and reached under the warrior’s neck and shoulders. A moment later, Nehelon was helping, and together they lifted the warrior onto her neck before climbing atop her themselves.

      With a careful, yet powerful leap, Addie pushed off the ground and carried them back to the camp, where she’d face whatever all of this meant once she was certain Gordan was safely and comfortably sleeping.

      Then she’d find a quiet corner where not even Cal would find her, and she’d think. For the next time she’d face either the male who was her Mate, yet would step aside for her happiness, or the man to whom her heart belonged, she’d need to no longer be a swirling mess of emotions.
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      They’d been marching with little to no breaks, the towers of Ithrylan no longer a shape in the distance, but a clear crumbling pillar in the water ahead. Mckenzie could see the line where the desert ended as if cut off with a knife, and she wasn’t surprised to find the pale ghost at her side as she bent down to trace the magical line drawn in the soil as a reminder of what their power was capable of.

      “It has been a millennium since I last touched this marker,” she said with that ancient voice.

      Mckenzie turned her head to study the pensive expression on the ghost’s face. “Do you regret it?”

      “The slaughter at the Battle of Ithrylan? Not when it saved Vala’s favorite creation. The slaughter in the desert a day ago? I don’t regret that either. I am too old to consider death something to be terrified of.”

      Mckenzie considered the ghost’s words. “The pain—”

      “Pain is always a horrible byproduct of war, child. It was then, and it is now. That’s why we drew that line in the sand that would protect the humans in the south.”

      Taghi’s arm brushed Mckenzie’s shoulder as he joined them at the front of the army. Unlike them, his attention was on the tower. “Do you think he’s there? Do you think his dragons are?”

      Of course, he was thinking of their safety more than of the historical ground they were walking.

      Mckenzie lifted her gaze to the ruin ahead, finding the absence of military forces as disturbing as she might have found their presence. “Maybe Raynar has marched on,” she suggested, bothered more than she’d expected to be by the thought of having to search for the evil that had attacked them mere days ago.

      But the ghost held her finger to her lips. “Don’t speak his name,” she cautioned. “It may summon him.”

      The ghost surely knew Shygon’s son better than the entire army behind them—humans and Fae and more of the ghosts of the White Death that were Vala’s beloved creation—guardians of the human race.

      They’d spent time strategizing with Valyn and the male named Palvin and with Gandrett’s brother, who was as intimidating as the fighter herself in a weirdly charming way.

      They had stuck to the back of the army to guard them from potential Maraoul attacking from the south while the human forces took the front. Surviving that battle had taught them enough about how to deal with the poisonous monsters to be ready at any time.

      “Wherever he is, we don’t stop until we get to the tower. If the Queen of Fae is trapped there, that’s where we need to go.” Mckenzie was surprised to find Miitra beside her. The Queen of Phornes had remained to herself for most of the walk, her face grim in anticipation of the horrors they’d need to face before the end. Raynar, the exiled Fae Queen, Shygon soldiers, and potentially more Maraoul.

      “We march on,” Taghi decided, and Miitra nodded. There was only one path for them now, and that was the path forward—whatever awaited them at the end.

      The ghost lingered at the border while the rest of the army set back in motion, her eyes on the horizon in the west where Everrun lay between deadland and blossoms. Blossoms that, Mckenzie had learned, were the product of Gandrett’s magic and that of the Vala-blessed who had ridden by Valyn’s side for the better part of their journey.

      Mckenzie had just set her foot over the demarcation line between the two territories when a ripple went through the Phornian army at the sound of a signal in the south.

      Swords and bows and spears and scythes at the ready, the army turned as one toward the source, and Mckenzie’s breath caught as she noticed the dark stripe on the horizon.

      “Friend or foe?” she asked Taghi, who’d leaped back onto his horse in order to see better and held out a hand for Mckenzie to join him. Mckenzie had lent her own mount to one of the commanders of the army whose horse had been slain by a Maraoul.

      She grabbed his hand, allowing him to pull her up behind him, and slung her arms around his waist. A sense of deep comfort immediately filled her at the closeness, even now when they were to determine if they’d need to fight within the hour or if that was a stripe of hope galloping toward them on the horizon.

      “Ready the archers,” Miitra ordered, and the message traveled along the army, repeated by the commanders all the way to Palvin and Warren at the back, and then Surel, to whom the Vala-blessed were listening.

      She quietly wondered if blossoms would grow in their wake the way they had in Gandrett and Surel’s or if all they’d leave behind was a trail of blood and death.

      Taghi spurred the horse into a trot, one hand layering over hers on his stomach as they made their way through the soldiers. Sweat beaded the king’s neck where he’d tied his hair at the nape. Mckenzie was tempted to lean forward and lick it off, just to ease that tension in his shoulders, to distract him from the likelihood that they were yet to face another battle that they could not win.

      But the Fae’s all clear reached them before they made it halfway to the center of the army.

      “Lapidos,” they informed the rest, their keen eyes piercing through the distance like a knife through soft butter. “They are bearing the Lapidonian banners.”

      Mckenzie’s chest relaxed the tiniest bit at the brush of Taghi’s thumb over her fingers.

      “Not the enemy,” she huffed, and her breath came more easily.

      “Not the enemy,” Taghi repeated and turned to smile at her over his shoulder.

      Mckenzie nearly toppled off the horse when Miitra’s mare pushed past them, the Queen of Phornes urging the mount forward.

      It was then that Mckenzie’s human eyes spotted the two figures galloping ahead of the bulk of riders.

      They followed Miitra’s path until they reached the Fae and the Children of Vala, from where they watched the Lapidonian army approach the exact same path they had followed from the battlefield and the camp of injured soldiers they’d left behind.

      “How many?” Mckenzie asked, peering over Taghi’s shoulder.

      The male named Palvin, the one who’d not left Drew’s side since after the battle, turned his gaze toward the approaching army. “Two thousand. Maybe more.”

      Mckenzie’s heart beat faster. Two thousand. That would double their own army—even with the Fae. “And all of them on horseback,” Valyn added as the moonlight-haired male joined them, his shoulders angled toward Surel, who led the Vala-blessed.

      She could barely believe how lucky they’d been to be found by a group of people who wielded water, conjured it from the humid air above the ocean. They’d not suffered thirst on their journey since they left the coast, their canteens all filled to the rim, courtesy of the Vala-blessed and the Fae’s magic.

      But the muscle of the army were the humans of the Phornian army, a multifold of the fighters that had traveled with the Fae.

      For minutes they stood, watching the approach of what could be the forces tipping the odds in their favor, or just more soldiers for Raynar’s slaughter.

      Beside her, Miitra had gotten very quiet on her horse, her eyes scanning the two riders who were gradually covering ground between them, still too far away to make out faces, but close enough to see the difference between the horses—one elegant and light like the one bearing hers and Taghi’s weight, and one sturdier, heavier, with a massive chest and an elegant neck. A Lapidonian breed that she’d seen in paintings and books before—Lapidonian warhorses.

      “If they are under Raynar’s mind control,” Drew gave into consideration, “we are all doomed.”

      Palvin’s dark laugh traveled all the way to Mckenzie’s ear as he leaned in to brush the part-Fae male’s hair back from his cheek. “Optimistic as always,” he huffed.

      Drew frowned over his shoulder, and Mckenzie couldn’t help but smile at the clumsy display of affection between them—it reminded her very much of those early days when she’d not even realized how much she liked Taghi Saza Brina. And now, a future without him was unimaginable.

      “The way they’re moving independently at the head of the army indicates they are under no control other than their king’s or their general’s,” Valyn commented as he took a casual step toward Surel, who shifted her weight subconsciously while she glanced out at the dark horse and the white one, which were carrying a man and a woman, both in full armor, one of them bearing the coat of arms of a Phornian house which wasn’t Saza Brina.

      “Bureez,” Mckenzie recognized him first, despite the helmet—the tall, lean shape and the smirk on his face as he slowed his horse when they came close enough to make out his features. And beside him—

      “I can’t believe it.” Taghi’s words were lost in Miitra’s gasp as the Princess of Lapidos raised the visor of her helmet and stopped her horse at shouting distance from the last men in the Phornian army.

      “Where is she?” the princess demanded, her eyes scanning the rows of soldiers with near panic widening them. “Where is she?”

      Bureez rode up to her side, murmuring something that sounded almost soothing, but was impossible to understand from the distance.

      “Muriel—” Miitra’s voice broke on her name as she slid off her horse, pushing past the soldiers, human and Fae.

      Only when she stepped out of the lines did Muriel’s eyes find her and the princess nudged her horse forward for a few leaps of galloping before she brought it to a stop in front of the Queen of Phornes, already sliding out of the saddle.

      Her braid bounced to her shoulder as she pulled off her helmet and discarded it on the dry ground between two long strides that closed the gap between her and Miitra.

      “I thought you were dead.” She cradled the queen’s face between her hands, fingertips digging into thick black hair, and leaned her forehead against Miitra’s. “When we saw the destruction and blood you left behind… I thought you were—”

      Mckenzie barely noticed how Taghi had guided their horse all the way to the front line of soldiers from where they were watching the reunion of the two women.

      Beneath Muriel’s fingers, Miitra had frozen into a statue of stone. Mckenzie could almost imagine the look on the queen’s face when Muriel leaned in to kiss her fiercely like only a warrior princess could. Miitra’s hands curled into fists at her side—curled and uncurled as the kiss lasted, as Muriel’s face tilted to bring her lips down on Miitra’s more gently, more fully. Only then did Miitra’s arms lift from her sides, slow and unsure as they wrapped around the princess’s neck.

      Taghi’s fingers wove through Mckenzie’s as he turned just enough to whisper, “I didn’t believe I’d ever see the day.” His following chuckle was of the sort that made Mckenzie’s toes curl and her core heat, but she merely grasped his hand tighter and pressed a kiss to the leathers on his shoulder blade before she rested her cheek against it to listen to the low rumble of his quiet laugh.

      Someone let out a whistle that startled the two women apart. But Muriel’s hand found Miitra’s and clasped it to her heart. “It seems you have a story to tell,” was all Miitra said before she picked up the horse’s reins with her free hand and glanced up at Bureez, who had found Mckenzie and Taghi in the front line.

      “We have more than one story to tell,” Valyn said as if she had spoken to him. Mckenzie smiled again, reluctantly letting go of Taghi for the benefit of greeting her friend with a proper hug.

      Muriel’s arm nearly crushed her as she joined them, the princess’s grin outshone only by the Phornian queen’s.

      “I’ll listen to all of your stories,” Muriel said to Valyn over Mckenzie’s shoulder, her voice sure and bright as the sun that rose every morning despite the Dragon King’s presence looming over the realms of Neredyn, “after I’ve squeezed the life out of these three.” She gestured at Taghi before she tightened her arm around Mckenzie and pulled Miitra closer by the hand she’d not let go of.

      Mckenzie found Miitra’s gaze and, when the queen nodded, lifted one arm to invite her into the embrace. They stood for a long while, just holding each other, that bond they’d formed long before the conundrum of Taghi Saza Brina and his marriage alliance had ever been solved springing back to life, and Mckenzie could feel her king’s eyes on her back as he observed them with a lingering weariness that would probably never fade because of everything they’d endured together and how the three women had become friends despite all of it. The love that had sprung to life between them—that of confidantes and friends, and for Miitra and Muriel, a different, deeper sort of love.

      “I left directly for Lapidos as you ordered my king,” Mckenzie heard Bureez say to Taghi, who, of course had initiated that call for aid without telling her, without telling anyone just so he wouldn’t raise false hopes. “They were already on their way when I made it to the Lapidonian border. I caught up with them halfway along the mountains leading north toward the Calma Desert.”

      She smiled to herself.

      “Why is no one hugging me like that,” Valyn’s voice awkwardly pierced the moment, and Surel’s scowl was evident in her words as she told the Fae prince, “Because you don’t deserve it.”

      She couldn’t tell which of the males was laughing, Drew or Palvin, or one of the others who had stood beside them, and she didn’t care because this—this tiny moment of joy was all they would have until the very end, and she’d soak it up to ward herself against the fear that would soon take over once more.

      For now, what existed were her friends, the man she loved, and that flicker of hope that Miitra and Muriel’s kiss had brought to life by showing that things could change—for the better even.

      

      Bureez’s grin was as unexpected as it was welcome, Taghi decided as he faced the Dumcon with that familiar ambiguity flaring in his chest. He’d never truly trusted him in Khila even when he’d fought at their side against the Shygon soldiers on their path to the outpost. But this was different.

      Taghi knew the position of House Dumcon when it came to this war, and he knew what Bureez’s cousin had done to Miitra’s lover. This... This appearance with an army at his back, an army to strengthen them, and with Muriel at his side to reunite with Miitra—Taghi was at a loss for words as he returned the smile, inclining his head.

      “You would have done the same,” Bureez merely said before Taghi could even ask the why that was burning on his tongue. “Besides, when this war is over, I’d like to have a home to return to, and with the path my uncle has chosen, it is unlikely he’ll even consider this a war. He would simply take the opportunity of your weakness to re-establish his own power.” He shrugged and gestured at the soldiers behind them. “The Phornian army seems to have grown in size since you left.”

      Taghi, still dumbfounded, angled his head. “You don’t agree with your uncle?”

      “About the size of the army? I don’t believe he knows you have gathered Fae soldiers on your way across the desert.” He waved at the male who seemed to be in charge of the Fae and earned a growl that made the hair stand on Taghi’s neck. Those Fae creatures—so beautiful and so deadly. And eerily silent when they moved.

      He swallowed the unease and pulled a layer of gratitude over it so he wouldn’t think of what Raynar was—also Fae, but imbued with a god’s power. Shygon’s channel into Neredyn, the ghost had said.

      “About removing the Saza Brina line from the throne,” Taghi said with a frown as he studied his cousin and his fiancée embracing between two armies. Three women, each with her own strengths and skills, all of them powerful in their own way. While Miitra wore a crown, Muriel seemed to have finally convinced the King and Queen of Lapidos to lead an army. And Mckenzie—

      A smile tugged on Taghi’s lips as he allowed his gaze to linger on the woman, the feel of whom he already missed against him. She held a power of words, of wit, of emotions, that he himself had not understood when she’d captured his heart. But more than that, she was a figure uniting people. Not only Sives and Phornes through their pending marriage, but through her spirit and no-nonsense attitude, she had won both Miitra and Muriel to her side long before Taghi had realized what strong allies they would all become.

      “I don’t want to be king, Taghi.” Bureez omitted Taghi’s title, but it no longer felt like a taunt. “I want to live without fear.”

      “You could learn a thing or two from him,” beside him, the Vala-blessed named Surel hissed at the pale-haired male who claimed to be the Fae King’s brother. Taghi was still digesting the developments in Ulfray and the involvement of the human woman who Mckenzie cherished so much—now a Fae Queen.

      “If there is anything I’ve recently learned,” the male responded in a less affronted tone than he frequently heard him using, “it is that there are very few things that will make me abandon my desire for the throne of Ulfray. But I’ve found one of them, and it has soothed the edge of my loss.”

      Taghi shook his head at Bureez’s inquisitive eyebrow.

      “I pledge loyalty to the crown of Phornes, King Taghi Saza Brina,” Bureez solemnly said as he placed a hand over his heart. “To you and to Queen Miitra.”

      “Long live the king! Long live the queen!” a Phornian soldier shouted behind them, others picking up on what was happening fast and chiming in, until the entire army was chanting, much to Taghi’s chagrin. The Fae also appeared very much inconvenienced by the public display of loyalty.

      When Taghi turned back to the three women between the armies, the Lapidonian cavalry had come to a halt, and Miitra, Muriel, and Mckenzie were smiling at him.

      Taghi’s heart had never felt fuller than in that moment between the death they’d escaped and the battles to come.
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      Apparently, Liri’s death had weakened Raynar’s forces enough for him to stick to the ultimatum Liri had set for them.

      On the first day, they took turns sleeping and holding watch on the battlements, each of them in dire need of the rest, yet unwilling to leave their army alone in those darkest of times.

      Gordan’s recovery was progressing faster than she’d expected, even having experienced what it was like to be healed by dragon tears. Gandrett checked in on her friend every few hours on her way between the wall and the tent, and she was certain Nehelon did the same. It went without saying that his injuries weren’t the main reason they didn’t like to leave him alone.

      Kouyen and Warren had checked in, too, but they hadn’t witnessed what she and Nehelon had from up close, hadn’t noticed the shattering in his eyes when he’d made a decision harder than the one Gandrett had made when she’d driven that blade into her heart in Raynar’s tower. To let his Mate go. Set her free of him, for he knew how Addie felt for the Lord of Eedwood.

      She climbed the ladder to the wall where she expected to find Armand or Brax, who’d shared with shaking hands that it had been his bolt that killed Liri. Instead, her Mate was awaiting her with an unreadable expression gracing his features.

      “I thought you were sleeping,” she said by way of greeting.

      Nehelon’s nostrils flared as he scented her. “I thought the same about you.”

      Both their reserves were still partly drained after the fiasco on the battlefield. But they were alive, that was the only thing that mattered—for now. They’d need to deal with the consequences of what had happened soon enough.

      Nehelon opened his arms for her, wrapping her in his warmth and strength as she leaned into him. “I talked to Gordan again,” he said softly. “He agrees it’s best to not wait until Raynar attacks again.”

      They’d talked about it—the benefits of using what time Raynar might grant them to recover before he attacked with a multifold of what had been sent after them the day before, and their conclusion remained the same: Attacking while Raynar was dealing with the loss of his most devoted servant and powerful female might be the only way to catch him off guard, especially when he’d expect them to lick their wounds, the number of which was plentiful. Half the human and the Fae armies had suffered in the attack. As for the casualties—

      Gandrett’s stomach swayed in her body as she thought of the soldiers that hadn’t made it, some of them half devoured by Maraoul, the rest bled out or their heads severed. She had lit the fires to burn their corpses herself as a sign of respect for their sacrifice. A final thanks as they transitioned into Hel’s darkness—peaceful and gentle or not.

      As she now looked out onto the heaps of ashes, cheek pressed to Nehelon’s chest, her heart ached for the sacrifices yet to be made.

      When she’d watched Gordan fade under Nehelon’s healing palms, she’d known that she would not allow that to happen again. None of them could be hurt—not Gordan, not Addie, not Armand and Brax and even Leonidas, who meant so much to the Lord of Ackwood. And none of the males and females whom, as their queen, she was to protect. And, least of all, Nehelon.

      His arms tightened at the shiver running through her body.

      “I’m ready,” she told him. “For whatever comes.”

      Nehelon didn’t need to ask what she meant. When she looked up, it was written in his diamond-blue eyes that he understood. And the pain lacing the smile he gave her told her that he would go to the same lengths.

      Kouyen found them on the battlements an hour later, carrying a message from their general that it was time to pack their things and march. It helped only a little to imagine the grin on Gordan’s face as he’d given the order, for she knew his heart was bleeding.

      Whether Addie had visited him since that horrifying moment on the battlefield, Gandrett didn’t know. She’d seen Armand, Brax, and Leonidas check in, though—to talk specifics of war strategies and the upcoming battle, of course. But when she’d run into Armand in the morning, she could have sworn something was different about him.

      “We’d better follow our general’s request,” Nehelon said with more amusement than before and pecked a kiss on Gandrett’s cheek.

      So they followed Kouyen’s instructions, bringing only their weapons, a canteen of water, and a small bundle of food for the road. They’d reach Ithrylan in half a day’s time, and once they made it there, they’d fight. They’d either live to return to the camp and eat and rest, or they would no longer be around to feel hunger or exhaustion. If Nehelon had made anything clear, it was that Raynar would not make compromises. He wouldn’t show mercy to anyone standing in his path, and he would most certainly not take prisoners other than the ones he intended to break for his revenge. And who was there he desired other than Nehelon? Liri herself had said it.

      “If it comes to that,” Nehelon had said with determination in his eyes. “If Raynar gets his hands on me, Gandrett, end me.”

      The anguish of that moment when she’d stared into those beautiful eyes, trying to convince herself that he wasn’t right, that there would be a way to save him even if Raynar got him—the way she had been saved—still churned inside her chest, tormenting her like a festering wound. For she knew he was right. If it came to that, it would mean the Human-Fae Alliance had failed, and there was no place to run even if she managed to free him.

      So she’d nodded. A promise to herself that, if he went, she would go with him.

      Now, they were joining the soldiers, Fae and humans woven together like a new, durable fabric. Gordan rode at the head of the collective army, his eyes on the horizon. At the back of the lines, she’d spotted Addie and Cal, both in their human forms, on horseback.

      She’d asked the boy if he could help Addie learn how to shift again when he’d come in to look after Gordan with such gentleness Gandrett wondered if that was what it looked like when a son took care of his sick father.

      “If anyone can help her, it’s Cal,” Nehelon commented, following the direction of her gaze.

      “Did you talk to her?”

      Nehelon shook his head.

      “To him?”

      Nehelon’s eyes wandered to the front of the army where Gordan’s massive form led like a beacon. “This is between the two of them.”

      And by the gods, Gandrett knew he was right. Yet, her chest tightened at the thought of Gordan’s bleeding heart.

      “Can a Mating bond be severed like that? Is she truly free?” She was more thinking out loud than asking.

      Nehelon responded anyway. “Had they not accepted the bond yet, I would say any mention of the bond would have destroyed it. But they both see each other as Mates. They have accepted it. So it should be final.”

      Or it would mean theirs could be severed as well. On instinct she took Nehelon’s hand, squeezing his fingers as she felt inside her heart for that bond that connected them like a stream of consciousness.

      “What if Liri was right?” Gandrett hated to speak those words, especially after everything the exiled Fae Queen had done to them. “What if it is a different sort of bond?”

      “Mating bonds seem to be common among dragons.” Nehelon brushed his thumb over the back of her palm as they walked toward the makeshift stalls to get their horses. “If they work differently from normal Fae Mating bonds, I can’t tell. And does it matter?”

      He was right. Gordan was convinced of what Addie was to him. That she’d seen him care for anyone that deeply after what he’d endured by having his Mating bond destroyed before it ever settled, all those centuries ago, was a reason to be happy for him—despite the pain he now suffered. It meant there were second chances. Even for an immortal who put everyone else before his own needs.

      Gandrett didn’t ask any more questions out of respect for Gordan’s perception of that bond, patting Lim’s neck instead. The gelding rubbed his nose against her arm in greeting.

      Nehelon heaved himself onto Rayna’s back, waiting for Gandrett to do the same with Lim before trudging the horse forward to join the stream of soldiers once more.

      They ended up in Prince Leonidas’s segment of the army, the Lapidonian soldiers atop sturdy horses perfect for a battlefield. There, at least, she had no history. No one saw the Child of Vala or the human turned Fae, or even the Savior of the Fae. The Lapidonian mercenaries saw a magic wielder they’d, under normal circumstances, dump at the Ulfrayan border with their prince. That was better than some of the Sivesian soldiers’ hushed murmurs when she strode by. Not human, not Fae. No longer Sivesian, but not truly Ulfrayan.

      As she looked at Nehelon to anchor herself, she read in his eyes that he saw her beneath all those layers of what she was and had once been. No matter how Raynar had tried to turn her against the King of Ulfray by bringing to her attention yet again how often Nehelon’s hand had been involved in her early life misery. What he’d achieved instead was that beyond the warrior king who had made so many wrong choices lay a male who had been there through her worst moments—even if not in the way she would have needed. But he’d been there.

      They rode in silence, the sound of hooves and boots enough to fill the space between them, and Gandrett didn’t turn away from those eyes that held her world until, in the distance, the western tower of Ithrylan became so large that it could no longer be ignored.

      The sun was climbing over its pinnacle as a dark shape appeared in the sky, high up like a fleck of ash, but with beating wings that carried the bird all the way to them over tilting heads and prancing horses.

      “Riho.” Gandrett held out her arm to give the crow a place to land.

      He hopped up to her shoulder, his whispering urgent and unintelligible as always for Gandrett, but Nehelon caught his words with ease, even from the distance.

      “Where?” he asked, that composure on his features slipping as he leaned in to listen more closely.

      “What?” Gandrett pressed. “What is it?”

      Nehelon glanced up, absently scratching the bird’s head with a finger. “Riho flew over a battle south of Ithrylan a few days ago.”

      “Who did he see?”

      The attention of the Fae in the marching group drifted to them as Nehelon shared the news. “Phornes is on the march. And a few days before that, he crossed over the Lapidonian army that was on its way north.”

      “To Ithrylan as well?” Gandrett wanted to know, such hope pooling in her stomach—alongside such dread. Humans. More humans for the Dragon King to slaughter, to turn into mindless soldiers if they didn’t watch out.

      “I don’t know. But you won’t like what else he saw.”

      Gandrett held her breath as she waited for Nehelon to speak.

      Riho cawed as if he was trying to tell her himself.

      “Drew was with Phornes. And Surel, Palvin, and Valyn.”

      Gandrett’s breath caught in her throat at the mention of her brother’s name.

      “When you say was—”

      “I mean that they were fighting alongside Phornes in a battle against Liri’s Maraoul.”

      If her heart was still beating, Gandrett couldn’t tell. But every sound was like a streak of thunder and every glimpse of the sun above like a bolt of lighting.

      “Are they—”

      “Dead?” Nehelon’s face turned grave. “We don’t know. Riho came straight for us, but didn’t find us in the forest, so he circled until he spotted the Sivesian army. Only when he decided to give Kouyen the news did he find us here in the middle of the army.” The way he spoke—detached and calm like the warrior Gandrett had met back in Everrun—

      There was no taunting in his words now, though. Only deadly focus that found the tower in the distance.

      “If he harmed any of them—” Gandrett couldn’t tell whom he meant, his brother, her brother, or his friend, or Surel. And it didn’t matter.

      “We will stop him.” She placed her hand on his arm across the gap between their horses, and Nehelon’s eyes found hers once more.

      He dipped his chin once, a promise. “Even if it’s the last thing we do.

      

      The eerie silence on the plains before Ithrylan was worse than looking upon the army Raynar had sent to attack them at the camp. If he had magically transferred those forces elsewhere, the Human-Fae Alliance had no chance of getting there in time to protect whatever unlucky place he’d chosen.

      Gandrett glanced at the ruin above them, a pillar of carved, crumbling stone, a memorial of a war that had cleaved humans and Fae apart. A reminder of the magic flowing in Neredyn’s veins.

      The last time she’d arrived there, her body hadn’t belonged to herself; not even her eyes had been able to look where she chose. Raynar’s vessel, just as Liri had said. And now—what was she now?

      Her heart throbbed as she gazed southward past the tower to where Riho had headed after delivering his message. They needed to know if there was anything left of the Phornian army after facing an assault of Maraoul. She didn’t dare think the other reason she hadn’t been able to wait to send the bird off immediately.

      “Find Drew,” she’d told him. “Tell him I’ll see him on the battlefield.”

      Nehelon had murmured something in that ancient language she sometimes heard the Fae speak, and Riho had taken to the sky where now, not even a plume of smoke told the tale of what creatures had been roaming the surroundings not too long ago.

      In anticipation of running into problems, Gandrett and Nehelon had made it to the front of the army, joining Gordan, who was staring at the tower less than half a mile from them.

      “Where are they?” he hissed.

      The question echoed off the stone as if they were standing mere feet from it.

      Where are they? Where are they? Where are they?

      A shiver ran down Gandrett’s spine as she followed the dispersing sound with a turn of her head.

      The grass had been trampled down by thousands of feet, claw marks here and there cutting through the pattern. Maraoul—or dragons. She didn’t even want to think which sort of monster.

      “They can’t have simply disappeared,” someone noted, followed by murmurs of agreement.

      “The Maraoul sure can,” another one commented.

      Gandrett grasped Lim’s reins faster, readying for the horse’s leaping out of harm’s way if the ground opened up.

      It didn’t.

      Utter and complete silence ruled the world as they stood and waited in the late afternoon light for the Dragon King to take his standing.

      A motion at the foot of the tower caught Gandrett’s eye, and she pulled on her magic hard enough to bring a flicker of flame to life in her palm.

      “A female,” Gordan said before Gandrett could blindly release her fire.

      “Lady Isylte Aphapia of Ilaton,” Nehelon recognized her first as the bent figure in servant’s clothes made her way toward them so clumsily that Gandrett felt like time had slowed.

      Gandrett didn’t fail to notice the way the archers had readied their bows at a mere lift of Gordan’s hand and were now waiting for him to give the signal to release.

      “What is she doing out here?” Gandrett asked without even wanting to truly know. She hadn’t seen much of the lady during her weeks at Ithrylan. Her daughter Selloue, however, she’d seen every frightening new morning when she’d gotten dressed.

      Isylte hobbled over the near-even ground, straight towards them, her legs stiff and her back that of an old woman. But her face was set in determination as she made it foot after foot forward.

      “Whatever is wrong with her, you can probably attribute it to Raynar’s doing,” Gordan said, hand still in the air as they waited, all of them ready with either their weapons in hand or their magic at their fingertips.

      Maybe a hundred feet from the front lines, Isylte stumbled and caught herself on her hands and knees with a wail that tore through Gandrett’s bones.

      “Should we help her?” she asked Nehelon, who didn’t take his eyes off the woman, not trusting anything that came out of Raynar’s tower. And right he was. During her days there, Gandrett had seen exactly the degree of devotion of his willing servants. Liri’s madness had been only one painful example that had shaped the history of an entire people.

      The ground shuddered as Isylte picked herself up and staggered on toward the army at Ithrylan’s doorstep.

      “Help,” she coughed as she went down on her knees once more mere feet away from Gordan’s horse. “Save me.”

      Gooseflesh worked its way across Gandrett’s body at the sound of that tortured voice. As if the woman had been screaming in agony for days. She crawled the final distance until she collapsed at the feet of a Fae soldier, her eyes closed.

      The male didn’t move.

      “By the gods, help her,” someone demanded.

      Gandrett felt the sentiment echo inside of her as she watched the heavy rising and falling of Isylte’s chest.

      “Bind her in iron,” she ordered.

      Two human soldiers stepped forward, peeling off their iron vambraces to pull over Isylte’s hands before they tied her wrists with a length of rope. Her flesh didn’t sting and burn the way a Fae’s skin would. Whether it was indication enough that this was truly Isylte and not something else, she couldn’t tell.

      The woman didn’t fight when the soldiers dragged her to her feet and led her behind the front lines where she was circled by blades and magic-wielding hands.

      “Thank you,” she panted, eyes finding Gandrett’s after a few moments of disorientation. “Thank you for saving me.”

      From up on his horse, Nehelon raised an eyebrow. “Looked very much like you were saving yourself.” He leaned forward, hair falling into his face as he angled his head. “Didn’t you have a daughter with you the last time I saw you?” At the solstice. That was when Nehelon had last seen Isylte and Selloue, but Gandrett had told him about them both, and so had Addie. About their cruelty—especially Selloue’s. About the way Isylte had sometimes seemed like she wished she’d made better, different choices for her and the young woman who adored Raynar without questioning.

      “She’s—” tears sprang to Isylte’s eyes, and her words were drowned in sobs.

      For a moment, Gandrett’s heart threatened to break for the woman, for what she’d endured—self-inflicted, but still endured. Then, the earth before the tower opened up, and whatever Shygon had hidden in his otherworldly kingdom of monsters and dreads crawled from the canyon now cleaving before them.

      Nehelon gave a command to keep an eye on Isylte and push her to the back of the army before he turned to face the Maraoul and Shygon soldiers now marching toward them. Not even a hundred feet and they’d collide.

      Gandrett’s magic crackled in her veins, a fiasco of flames and water that she wouldn’t hesitate to use.

      While the archers released a volley of arrows at Gordan’s command, the Fae soldiers struck with wind and rocks they wielded with their magic. Nehelon’s power rattled the earth as it reached into the layers that had hidden Raynar’s army from them. “Be careful,” Gandrett said to him, but her Mate had already drawn his sword, reins of his mount tightly in his other hand as he held the mare in place while their legions streamed past them.

      Good. At least, he hadn’t pushed to the front lines the way she’d feared he would. The soldiers were still coming when Gandrett sent her own power out there, letting it find the lake at the other side of the tower, the view of which she’d enjoyed those few times Raynar had walked her body out of the ruins.

      Wet and lively, it lapped in response, lifting from its bed in a slow trickle at first, then in a growing flood that she’d release into the wide hole Raynar’s monsters had torn in front of them. At least, then, she would spare their own soldiers.
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      By the time the water wandered around the side of the tower, the first men had fallen, their bodies trampled by the onslaught of Shygon soldiers or chewed on by the Maraoul. Gandrett’s stomach turned.

      “Protect your king!” she shouted at the nearby Fae. She spotted Kouyen among the Fae soldiers as he jerked toward Nehelon, weapons and magic at the ready. Both of them were splattered with blood as if they’d never cleaned up and changed after the last battle.

      It took Gandrett all she had to leave her Mate’s side. But she needed to see the water’s path so she could steer it around her own peoples—human and Fae.

      Screams sounded from the other end of the battlefield where the canyon ended and the lake was pouring down its edge. Gandrett wasn’t sure if she should be relieved that she was hitting the enemy with her magic or concerned that, even so far away, in the unseen depths of the hole they’d dug, Maraoul and Shygon soldiers were still crawling forward. However Raynar had done it, he seemed to have a near-endless supply of men to spare.

      Not that she didn’t know how he’d done it. He’d even told her his secret when he’d possessed her body.

      They walk modest homes and palaces. They are in every last city, every last village of the human lands.

      The Shygon cult’s only task over all those months of bloodshed—years even, that she had not seen since she’d been confined to the constraints of the priory at Everrun. But this had been prepared much, much longer. By insane people like Linniue and Liri and Isylte Aphapia of Ilaton, who’d willingly given up their freedom to serve a god of dragons who demanded blood and death. And that god—

      She swallowed her fear as she remembered whose son Raynar was, how he’d been conceived by Melore as the god had forced himself upon Vala’s daughter. Revenge. Cruelty. And proof of what deity their opponents were loyal to—and to his son, who was no better than a god, who’d put it in his mind to destroy the woman he’d loved.

      Heat shot through her veins, searing the pulsing water magic until it was billowing steam. But Gandrett held tight to her power—both powers—until the fire wove into the water and the lake started to boil.

      Around her, swords clashed and claws and teeth snapped for both humans and Fae.

      Gandrett didn’t heed them a look, for she knew, if she did, she wouldn’t be able to ride past the ones in need of immediate help.

      One for the many or many for the one?

      She didn’t answer her own question, spurring Lim into a gallop. The horse, thank Galloris, didn’t shy away from the carnage, but leaped over fallen soldiers, pranced around raging combat, and sped through the narrow passages left between rows of soldiers.

      “To the edge of the canyon,” she told Lim.

      The horse whinnied and threw up his head as he made a turn that took them all the way to the front line.

      “Watch out for the ones with saber teeth,” she hissed as she maintained both fire and water, the screams of agony and the tang of iron and boiling flesh making her gag.

      She attributed the nasty wind to the Fae who were using it to push their opponents off balance. But here, at the edge of the battlefield, no one paid attention to where the gusts whirled and whipped. Here, the lines ended.

      So did Gandrett’s luck.

      As she peered down into the gargantuan hole, a pair of dark eyes looked back at her, slitted pupils constricting as the dragon narrowed his focus on her.

      Lim backed up, the horse thinking for itself how to help her. But Gandrett pulled on his reins. “Stay,” she told him.

      Running wouldn’t get her anywhere. Even if Lim managed to outrace a dragon, where would they go? How long could she drive the horse to his limits before the dragon would eventually catch up? And wouldn’t it return to the battle after finishing her up to wreak havoc there?

      “I don’t remember you,” she said to the enormous black-scaled creature. “Are you new?”

      The dragon huffed a turquoise flame.

      “You find this funny?” She didn’t dare close her eyes against the strain of continuing to power water into the canyon where both Maraoul and Shygon soldiers were now floating face down atop the steaming water.

      The dragon didn’t seem to care about the heat when it set one clawed foot forward.

      Taking a steadying breath, Gandrett cleared her mind of every fear, every memory that could make her hesitate, and dropped the reins to draw her sword.

      “You’ll need to do your own part in this battle, Lim,” she said to the horse, trusting him to know where he needed to take her with every step. He was Nehelon’s horse, tamed and trained by a warrior prince—a king who was more skilled with a blade than he was with words or diplomacy. If any horse could do it, it was him.

      Lim bobbed his head in understanding, impatiently stomping a hoof.

      So this was it.

      Gandrett tuned out the shouts of her name that came from the direction of the bulk of the army.

      Nehelon. This was Nehelon’s voice.

      The tug on the bond followed a heartbeat later, and she could have sworn she could feel him hurtle toward her across the battlefield.

      Summoning a shield of steaming water and drawing it between her and the rest of the army took Gandrett half a thought. What used up more of her capacity was the desperate shout that came from the other side as she sealed herself in with the dragon.

      “I know what I’m doing, Nehelon,” she said more to reassure herself.

      He couldn’t be here. Not when the army needed his power to seal in what Maraoul were still trying to break through the soil from more tunnels. She’d seen Kouyen try to achieve the same thing with a group of Fae soldiers, but none of their powers worked like Nehelon’s. No one could speak to nature the way the rightful King of Ulfray could.

      The dragon huffed another flame, and Gandrett could have sworn a glint of malice entered its gaze.

      Very well—one of Raynar’s willing dragons then. At least, she wouldn’t need to battle her conscience for killing a creature who’d merely tried to protect the ones they loved.

      Pinning all her focus on the beast’s massive form down there in the flooded pit, she extended her shield around her body—water to fight fire.

      She’d seen what dragon flames could do, and Addie’s stories about the destruction she’d caused in her dragon form—

      Gandrett didn’t need to think twice about the necessity for a shield.

      The dragon’s form blurred at the other side of her film of water, but she saw enough to know it was preparing to pounce.

      Lim turned on his hind legs, almost throwing her off as he leaped out of harm’s way when a burst of flames pushed in her shield and froze it into a solid wall.

      The tip of the dragon’s tail shattered the ice a heartbeat later, and Gandrett raised her arm to protect her face.

      Her fingers didn’t falter around the hilt of her sword, the training of the Dragon King’s general kicking in as her magical defense was broken.

      Good—good that the dragon was occupied with destroying her. That meant it wouldn’t go for the rest of the army.

      “You want to play?” she shouted and smirked through the gap between them. The dragon was facing her once more, wings spread wide above its back.

      Tall as a large barn. Massive. An almost forgotten human instinct stirred awake at the view of the winged death before her.

      When it attacked this time, it didn’t give Gandrett a moment to throw up a new magical shield. It merely snapped at her with its maw, teeth long as her forearm closing around the tip of her sword as she stabbed at its nose.

      “Damnit!”

      Lim wheeled around, carrying her out of harm’s way, but only far enough that the dragon’s stretched neck wouldn’t be enough to allow it to bite her head off. Then he turned to face it once more—so brave, that horse.

      “You’ll get extra candy if we survive this,” she told the gelding, who snickered a whinny before he eyed her as best he could without letting the dragon out of his view. “Promise,” Gandrett added before she loosed a battle cry and spurred him back into motion.

      Lim didn’t question her decision to return to the dragon’s reach. Better to have it down in the pit and its head within reach to land a blow than to fight a monster feet above her.

      The dragon’s new stream of flames broke against the shield of air Gandrett had summoned like a wave scattering on a rock. In the background, the faint noise of battle reminded her that the Human-Fae Alliance was still fighting—Maraoul or Shygon soldiers, or even dragons. But they were still fighting.

      Not lost. This battle was not lost.

      Gandrett’s focus zeroed in on the monster who inhaled a deep breath to spit more fire. This time, she didn’t aim for its maw, but for the softer, less thickly scaled part beneath its throat that came only into view as the dragon set one lazy claw onto the edge of the canyon, pulling itself up.

      The flames battered down at her, piercing through the shield and leaving streaks of pain across her neck, her back.

      Lim staggered, but she tightened the shield over him as she spurred him on. Now. This was her chance. Even with a broken sword, she had to at least try.

      She didn’t stop when the dragon roared at her approach and threw its head up, probably summoning its kin from Shygon’s realm. She merely pulled her feet out of the stirrups and grabbed onto Lim’s neck with her free hand, making to stand on the saddle.

      “When you get to the edge, turn left, and run,” she told the horse before she went into her fighter’s calm to summon both her strength and her magic. Fire, she decided, against ice was what she’d use. Flames of orange and yellow against Shygon’s unholy fire from the dragon’s throat.

      The throat—

      Lim sped forward, unyielding despite the approaching cliff. Gandrett willed him to stay the course until the very last moment. Only then did she leap off his back, launching herself, blade first, at the part of the dragon’s throat where it melted into its chest.

      Lim’s hooves slithered over earth and grass as he scrambled to make the turn. Gandrett tuned out the sounds, the fear, the hope. All she could do was burn a hole through the scaled hide before she stabbed the jagged end of her broken blade into the dragon’s flesh.

      The beast roared as the sword hit its mark and stuck, and Gandrett held her breath as she dangled from the dragon’s front, her boots slipping where she tried to find purchase to push herself up.

      She’d studied Addie’s anatomy, and Cal’s during those days in the clearing when she hadn’t dared approach them, and now, she thanked all the gods but Shygon for those hours of staring, for, even with the dragon’s frantic snapping for her, she knew it couldn’t physically reach her where she was hanging.

      A short-lived epiphany, but enough to bring her a burst of strength and an idea that just might work.

      

      The air got stuck in Drew’s lungs as he noticed the enormous winged monster rising from the gap in the ground that was separating them from the Sivesian army. Thousands of men and Fae were engaged in battle, their curses and screams audible even across the two-hundred-foot distance that was filled with water and mostly dead Maraoul and Shygon soldiers—Gandrett’s doing, for sure, if water was involved.

      He didn’t dare think what that meant for his sister. The crow had found them mere hours ago, wings beating frantically and caws urgent as it had circled above their heads until they’d ended their rest early and started marching again.

      Nehelon’s bird.

      Palvin had translated what had happened in the north—less than five miles away. So they’d hurried, leaving everything behind, but their weapons.

      Now, Drew was standing at the cliff, no longer occupied with the raging battle on the other side, or the way the Lapidonian riders were racing around the hole to reach their allies in time, but on the huge, black dragon rising from the pit—and the struggling shape attached to its chest.

      If the dragon would make it out of the hole entirely… It could carry her off and smother her against a rock or even against the flat ground surrounding the hole—or drown her in the water below.

      “Gandrett,” Mckenzie Brenheran said before he could find his words.

      Thank the gods, he found his magic faster.

      With a scream, he released his cache of power into the canyon.

      The water steamed and hissed as his ice touched the heat, battling the remainder of Gandrett’s magic before, in a flash, freezing it over.

      The dragon shrieked as it tumbled back into the pit, one leg caught beneath the frozen surface, and Drew could have sworn the world held its breath.

      “Keep it trapped in the ice,” Palvin said as he sent a gust of wind to hoist Gandrett up the side of the dragon’s neck.

      Her fingers slipped on the hilt of the sword, and her curse would have made Drew blush had this not been about life and death.

      From the corner of his eye, he noted the Children of Vala following the Phornian army into the raging battle that they couldn’t possibly win. Even with thousands of soldiers framing Raynar’s forces, they were still wildly outnumbered. If only those Shygon soldiers wouldn’t spring back to life whenever they were slain, and stay dead the way a normal human would. But these were Raynar’s mind-controlled and magically improved followers. They fought like there was no tomorrow—at least, none that would include a free Neredyn.

      While the King of Phornes had followed the bulk of his army on this side of the canyon, Muriel had led the Lapidonian forces around the edge to merge with Sives and the Fae legions.

      So many of them, fighting with steel and magic. Yet they weren’t enough. Not when the bucking dragon Gandrett was clinging to with Palvin’s help wasn’t the only one. Not when poisonous beasts were pushing back even the reinforced front lines.

      “Kill it,” Drew hissed, aware that Gandrett probably couldn’t hear him. “She needs to kill it.”

      Above his head, the ghosts of the White Death had taken to the sky and were aiming for Raynar’s dragons—so many of them on both sides. Cousins against cousins, he remembered what Taghi and Mckenzie had shared about what those eerie, spindly, winged beings were to the dragons from the north.

      Vala help them all.

      The black dragon roared with fury, flames erupting from its throat as it tried to shake Gandrett off. But his sister clamped her legs around its neck, her arms thrown wide as if she was trying to summon the clouds from the sky. Then he realized she didn’t have a sword, now that hers was stuck in the monster’s throat.

      Without a second thought, Drew reached for his own sword, waving his other arm above his head to catch Gandrett’s attention, and shouted, “Here,” as he tossed it at her.

      His sister’s head whipped around, and she spotted him just in time to notice what he’d thrown her way. Her hand reached toward the soaring weapon ready to catch it by the hilt or the blade if need be.

      The dragon shook its neck, bringing Gandrett out of reach just when her fingertips grazed the sword.

      “Shit!” Drew’s chest grew cold as he realized what he’d done.

      “Fool,” Valyn shot from behind him where he’d taken his position and was now watching the Queen of Fae struggle on the furious dragon.

      “Oh, wouldn’t you just love to see her die up there,” Surel’s sharp voice commented, and if Valyn’s wince was anything to go by, Drew was no longer convinced he could trust the now-Prince of Ulfray.

      “She won’t make it on her own.” At Palvin’s words, Drew’s eyes shot to the other side of the pit where Nehelon was struggling against the shield of water Gandrett had drawn like a screen between the dragon and her, and the rest of the army. From where he was standing, he couldn’t see what exactly was happening. Only on this side where the dragon had shattered the shield, did they have a clear view on Gandrett’s struggle.

      “Give me your sword.” Drew held out his hand to Valyn, not even looking at the male as he waited, skin crawling more with every second he watched the scaled beast try to break free from the ice he’d formed.

      He threw his efforts into holding down the blanket of frozen water around the dragon’s leg, anchoring it there no matter how much it strained against it.

      “Now, Valyn,” he snapped when the male didn’t react.

      It wasn’t Drew’s impatience or Palvin’s growl that jerked Valyn into motion, but Surel’s small hand as she laid it on Valyn’s and guided him to unsheath his blade.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” the male said, gaze remaining on the spot where Drew’s own sword had landed on the ice near the dragon’s trapped leg. “You most certainly didn’t when you threw that.”

      “I won’t throw this one,” he said more for the male’s benefit than for his own peace of mind, for what he had to do was, in no way, less scary than losing his blade.

      Then he measured the distance to the end of the dragon’s tail—a good leap if the beast held still for a Shaelak-damned moment—and backed up a few steps.

      “Give me a boost,” he said to Palvin before he ran toward the cliff and jumped.

      The force of Palvin’s magic gathered him up as he soared toward the dragon’s tail—farther, until his free hand collided with the V where one of the wings connected with the dragon’s shoulder.

      Bone-shattering pain raked through Drew’s arm as he curled his fingers around the end of the membrane and pulled himself up, ignoring the shuddering and jerking of the wing as the dragon tried to shake him off. Gritting his teeth, Drew drove Valyn’s blade into the membrane to hoist himself onto the dragon’s back.

      The beast shrieked, a new burst of flames erupting from its maw as it turned its focus from Gandrett to him.

      His sister’s head whipped around, eyes wide with horror as she spotted him crawling up the dragon’s side.

      “I thought you were dead—” she managed.

      Drew didn’t even want to know how she’d gotten that idea. Instead, he focused on the fire burning in Gandrett’s palms. He hadn’t seen it there at first, but as he followed the trail of scorched scales and burned hide, he realized that, even without her blade, Gandrett was a weapon.

      He was dragging himself forward, careful to slide one leg over the dragon’s spine so he couldn’t lose balance as easily, when another set of turquoise flames leaked from the dragon’s maw, aiming right at Drew.

      His scream died in his throat as wind whipped his face from the side and the flames bent around him like a stream of water led off path.

      Palvin. He didn’t need to turn and find the male’s near-black eyes on him to know this had been Palvin’s doing.

      “We need to kill it,” he shouted at Gandrett, who lifted one burning hand as a sign that the question wasn’t if, but how?

      He crawled even closer until he sat right behind Gandrett, and he noticed the holes in the dragon’s hide. The sword in his hands sang in response to his thought as he raised it high enough to aim past Gandrett’s leg, right for one of those wounds she’d inflicted.

      “Now!” she shouted, and Drew drove the blade into the dragon’s neck as far as the odd angle would allow.

      Gandrett’s hands wound around his a second later, the heat near-unbearable against the back of his palms as she pushed down hard enough to sever bone and cartilage.

      A hollow groan hatched from the dragon as it swung its head around one last time, swaying on its free leg.

      But Gandrett wasn’t done. With a force so strong Drew’s Fae hands were screaming in pain, she ripped the sword to one side until the edge of the blade severed the flesh, and scales and blood gushed from the jagged path it left behind.

      Drew held his breath as she pulled him with her, not taking a moment to free his hands. No—this was Vala’s Blade, trained to fight without mercy, to kill, to win. And so Gandrett did.

      With a wheezing breath, the dragon toppled over, spilling Drew and Gandrett onto the ice where Drew lay, stunned for a brief moment while Gandrett was already gathering his sword and withdrawing hers from the dragon’s throat. She grabbed his hand, pulling him to his feet as she ran for the side of the pit where magic had formed an uneven staircase of sorts that would ensure them their way out before the area would be swarming with enemy soldiers once more.
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      The only reason Nehelon hadn’t dropped his magic and blade and ran for Gandrett was that fierce twinge that informed him through the Mating bond that she knew what she was doing—even when doing it might not be enough when it came to Raynar and his monsters.

      Liri’s Maraoul had seamlessly woven into the ranks of Shygon soldiers, the exiled Fae Queen apparently not missed by her creations—certainly not missed by her son. He could only speak for himself, for Valyn was on the other side of the gaping pit that had started expelling enemies once more now that Gandrett’s boiling water had cooled through Drew’s magic, and his Mate’s brother was no longer maintaining the layer of ice after the dragon had been slain.

      A dragon—

      He heaved a breath as he dug his own powers back into the earth to find those hidden tunnels and squeeze the life out of the poisonous monsters populating them before they ever made it to the surface.

      Had he been fighting with his sword, he’d be standing in a lake of blood, but this way, only his inner circle could deduce what he was up to from the strained expression that had entered his features. Only half of it was from pushing his limits, though. The other half was the remainder of those minutes when Gandrett had sealed herself in with the dragon and he’d seen those flashes of turquoise flames and heard the roars of the creature. No matter how capable, how strong his Mate was, he’d never not worry when she put herself in death’s path.

      “She’s all right,” Gordan reassured him as he cut down another Shygon soldier. The Shygon army had woven a dust-like cloud around them then, starting to pull in men from the Sivesian and Lapidonian army. By Galloris—the moment the Princess of Lapidos had led her army around the pit separating them from the tower, he’d known that they hadn’t lost yet—and that they’d have more fighters to lose.

      More hope. More bloodshed. More death.

      “I know,” was all Nehelon said to his chosen brother as his gaze drifted back to Gandrett and Drew on the other side—and Valyn. At first, he hadn’t believed his eyes when his blooded brother had carved those stairs into the edge of the pit to help them out. Yet, there he was, still holding Gandrett’s hand from pulling her over the rim when she’d near-collapsed at the top of said stairs.

      Drew was handing Valyn back his sword, and Surel sheathed it at the male’s hip. He’d ask later what exactly had happened before Gandrett had released her water-shield and freed his view of her and Drew fleeing from the dead dragon. For now, all he could do was direct his sword into one Maraoul neck after the other, to meet the steel of the Shygon soldiers with his own blade before they could pull him into that forming cloud.

      Armand and Brax had warned of what had happened in Ackwood, but as he watched the carnage eaten up by the growing, disguised formation, dread pooled in his core.

      Thousands of men could be swallowed up by the haze and pitted against their own. Thousands of men they needed to defeat Raynar’s creatures—and the dragons had only started.

      He didn’t dare take his eyes off the danger on the ground to catch a glimpse of the ghosts that had traveled with the Phornian army. Legends taken flesh and form, fighting at the side of their allies. Vala and Shygon’s creations were battling the monsters the god of dragons had created with Demea to take revenge on his beloved goddess of water and life. Nehelon knew what the history, long forgotten by humans, said about the ghosts, about their involvement at the battle of Ithrylan a thousand years ago.

      They’d brought death and destruction to everyone in their path to protect Vala’s favorite creation—the human race. Fae had been among those threats, and he was convinced that, if any of the present Fae would as much as lift a finger against one of the humans who were not under Raynar’s spell, the ghosts would make quick work of them—perhaps draw the water from their blood, dry them from the inside out the way they’d dried the lands surrounded by Sives in the north, Ulfray in the west, and Lapidos and Phornes in the south. The Calma Desert. It had taken him some time to piece it together, but when Riho had spoken of the ghosts, he’d remembered it all.

      He’d stopped counting the number of soldiers he’d felled, the tang of blood on his tongue no longer more than a layer of salt and iron that reminded him that this carnage was long from over. Seven hundred years, when he’d been fighting side by side with Gordan, it had been different. They’d more time to prepare, to strategically lay out battles, and plan ahead. This time, even when his brother was slaughtering alongside him the way he had back then, the Shygon soldiers were more dangerous, less inclined to stay down once ran through with a sword or slain by magic, and the dragons—

      While in the first Dragon War they’d been around to fry the Human-Fae Alliance, he’d never seen so many at once.

      He didn’t even need to look to know where they struck. Screams and the raging push of their magical flame were enough to inform him.

      At least, the other side of the canyon wasn’t as overrun by the enemy as his side where every breath was determined by the ability to take out the next soldier, to avoid a poisonous bite one more time. Stepping over the corpse of a Lapidonian man, he rammed his sword into a Maraoul chest, not bothering to double-check if he’d hit its heart. He’d felt it give out around the pointed end of his blade—that had to suffice.

      As Nehelon yanked his sword free and pushed it into the next Maraoul’s chest, the line of opponents unending, he knew that, even if they could defeat them all, they couldn’t win—for this was only Raynar’s envoy. Once the Dragon King would enter the battlefield, the combined forces of his armies would pale next to the Shygon-given power Raynar possessed.

      Nehelon swallowed the taste of blood and exhaustion and sliced his blade through the next soldier’s knee.

      

      Unlike in the battle at the camp, this time, Armand had remained at the back of the army where the wounded were seeking refuge—not that he could give any. But Dafdya had remained behind with him to heal the minor wounds fast so soldiers could return into battle without delay. Every blade, every whim of magic counted against that terrible onslaught Raynar had brought forward.

      “It’s not looking good,” Lady Isylte noted as yet another Fae with a cleaving wound hobbled toward them.

      He’d volunteered to watch her until Leonidas and Brax needed a break from fighting. Then, he and Celius would take over.

      “It has never looked good for us against Shygon’s son,” he said with less heart than he felt. After months of fighting, of losing, of hoping against hope, Armand was tired. With a sideways glance at the tied up lady, he rushed to an arriving wounded male’s side, stabilizing him until they reached Dafdya who was busy a few feet away with a Sivesian woman whose wound wouldn’t stop bleeding.

      “Maraoul poison,” the Fae soldier grimly said, and Armand wasn’t sure if he was commenting on Dafdya’s patient or the wound cleaving on his thigh.

      “Foul creatures, those half-breeds,” Lady Isylte threw in as if she were part of the conversation.

      After they’d put her in iron and brought her to the back of the army, Armand had seen that she got some water to drink. He’d then crouched in front of where she was sitting on the ground and asked her about Raynar.

      “He’ll appear when he chooses to,” she’d said with genuine fear in her eyes.

      What he should make of it, Armand didn’t know. All he’d done was to place more guards around her—not for her sake, but for theirs. If she was controlled by the Dragon King—well, they’d all seen what mind control could do at the palace in Eedwood first and then in Ackwood.

      He helped the soldier sit, eyes scanning the fighting lines of the army that were drawing closer with each painful minute. Not long, and they’d need to abandon even this small sanctuary of healing and breathing, and they’d all fight to the death.

      Involuntarily, his gaze stared at the black-haired woman handing out water to the soldiers. Ever since she’d pushed past him to run to the Fae general’s aid, he didn’t know what to think—other than how beautiful she was, even now, when thin scars graced her neck and she was barely able to look at him without that hurt in her eyes.

      So he observed from afar, his heart beating stronger simply because she was there.

      Addie looked up from the woman she’d been talking to, meeting his gaze for a moment before she continued to the next. But those few seconds were enough to drive a lance into his heart. It wasn’t so much that she’d changed—she was still the same Addie he’d loved so deeply and fought so fiercely for all those months. Yet she was different.

      Maybe it was the way the general looked at her with dark, longing eyes, maybe it was how she’d avoided any closeness other than a few kind words, an occasional smile, a brush of her hand over Armand’s forearm when they’d sat side by side over meals since she’d returned to her human form.

      What she’d endured—he didn’t even want to think about how many days of trauma she’d survived. All that mattered was that she was stronger than any of what Raynar could have done, or she wouldn’t be there, very much alive and not shying away from this war or any responsibility she could take.

      That she could now shift into her dragon form and back at her own will had only reinforced that attitude, and he’d witnessed her shifts more than once, had observed how the boy—Cal—had instructed her on how to keep her clothes together when returning back into her human form.

      By Nyssa, Armand wasn’t proud that he’d been delighted when it had taken her a few attempts to keep more on than her underthings. The memory alone—

      “They brought down another dragon,” Lady Isylte said over the distance as if Armand was the only one she cared about talking to. He understood to a certain degree. After spending so much time with Armand’s aunt at Eedwood, he was the closest thing to a familiar face, he supposed.

      He followed the direction of her gaze to where a brown dragon tumbled from the sky right atop the raging battle. Everything inside his body tensed at the thought of how he’d run for his life when Leonidas had plunged from the sky with a dragon at Ackwood. Here, the ones fighting the dragons were the creatures Taghi and Miitra Saza Brina had brought along rather than humans who’d break at the fall.

      “The Queen of Fae had quite a spectacular victory over the black one,” Isylte said, gazing at the battle separating them from the canyon where Gandrett had disappeared with the dragon she’d slain. Whether or not she’d come back up, he could only guess since Nehelon hadn’t ripped the world to shreds yet. He was convinced the male was capable of so much more than what he showed as he slayed one Maraoul after the other with that unsettling calm he’d only seen on Fae faces so far while they wreaked havoc on their opponents. Humans showed more passion, even in their hatred and their fear. But the King of Ulfray was an unreadable book in all regards but his love for Gandrett Brayton—when it came to her, Armand knew he’d unleash the last bit of his powers, of himself, to save her.

      Again, his eyes wandered to seek Addie. But she’d disappeared.

      Before his stomach could fold into a knot of panic, Armand spotted the shuddering form of Cal and, behind him, the expanding shape of Addie as she shifted, claws and wings and tail growing as she turned scaled and large enough to fit three horses.

      A second later, Raynar’s own dragons swished above their heads, fire bouncing off black and brown scales, and Armand’s heart stuttered a beat as he waited for Addie and Cal to whimper at the touch of dragon fire.

      All they did was roar as they took to the sky, claws ready and maws wide to rip their opponents’ throats out.

      “Be careful, Addie,” he whispered and was surprised his heart didn’t leap out of his throat as he watched her collide with a grizzled dragon almost double her size. Cal was instantly at her side, his smaller wings swift and agile as he circled the attacker, distracting him for a moment while Addie struggled to get a better grip on the grizzled dragon, Cal seems to be talking in a half-fire, half-roar language that Armand had no idea how to interpret.

      The big dragon whimpered as Addie’s claws dug into its neck, but it didn’t fight.

      “Maybe he’s one of the friendly dragons,” Dafdya suggested as she brushed past him to finally take a look at the male’s wound.

      Celius followed suit, stopping a foot behind Armand. “You know how Cal said most of them never chose to serve Raynar?”

      Armand inclined his head.

      “Well, this might be one of those.”

      He didn’t need to respond, for there was nothing to be said. Even if the dragon wasn’t fighting willingly, it had blown its fire upon their army and needed to be stopped.

      The grizzled dragon slowly beat its wings, once, twice, then allowed Addie to push it to the ground at the outer edge of the army.

      Armand was hurtling for the last rows of soldiers to do he didn’t know what when Lady Isylte started laughing, voice hoarse and crackling. But it wasn’t the fact that she sounded more dead than alive that made him pause, but the way everything seemed to slow as she staggered to her feet.

      “It is time,” she croaked. “Time … it’s time.”

      The soldiers guarding her staggered aside as the lady stalked right for the center of the battlefield.

      “Stop her!” he shouted while he was already running after her.

      Celius drew his sword, leaping into the woman’s path only to be smacked aside by a hit of power that had little to do with the shaking human who’d had sought their aid a few hours ago.

      The whip of power lashed Armand’s face, making him stumble back and cover his features where it had struck. He could barely see past the stinging in his eyes, but he scrambled on, anxious to not lose track of her as she paved a corridor through the battlefield all the way to the pit where the King of Ulfray was cleaving the head of a Maraoul in two halves with his sword in slow motion.

      Wrong—something was very, very wrong.

      Behind him, Addie and Cal were pinning the grizzled dragon to the ground, Celius and Dafdya were flanking Armand, and the fighting soldiers strained against the force shoving them aside as Lady Isylte marched on, back straighter with every step she took and skin paler.

      He followed her, sword at the ready, even though he already knew the sort of creature dwelling inside of her was nothing he could defeat with a ridiculous blow of a human blade.

      Flakes of skin and strands of hair detached from her face as she continued walking, the battle stilling where she passed by. This reminded him so much of Liri that he didn’t even consider the possibility of it being anything other than the exiled Fae Queen.

      Only, it wasn’t Liri Idresea.

      With every bit of skin peeling away, every piece of flesh crumbling from her form, her dissolving clothes were replaced by a haze-woven set of pants and shirt that Armand could only describe as regal and precious, and her face—

      Isylte halted far enough away from Nehelon and the Fae general to have to raise her voice as she spoke.

      “The time has come to end you, King of Fae.”

      Only, it wasn’t her voice, but the smooth, sensuous one of a male that made the blood in Armand’s veins freeze over.

      He didn’t loose a battle cry as he swallowed the pain on his face and launched himself at the creature—the male now standing in the corridor between a frozen battle.

      Before his sword could bite into the male’s shoulder, he glanced at Armand, his features like silver and gold and his eyes like cold gemstones. A moment later, the whip of power hit him in the side and shoved him into the motionless army.
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      Gandrett only noticed that something was wrong because the battle noise died away on the other side of the pit. She ripped her sword out of the soldier she’d slain and turned so she was back to back with Drew, who’d fought at her side for the better part of an hour, Palvin on her other side.

      The ripple of fear through the bond came a moment before she noticed the still figures where a battle had been raging around Nehelon and Gordan, and behind them—

      “What is she doing?” Drew asked. He didn’t know Isylte the way Gandrett did, so, instead of voicing a response, she merely shook her head.

      “Nothing good,” Palvin echoed her thoughts as he spun a throwing star in his hand before he flung it at the next approaching opponent that Gandrett would have brought down anyway—but it felt good, not to fight alone this time, so she didn’t comment.

      “Why isn’t the battle halting on this side?” Surel asked from close by where she was slinging strings of water around Maraoul necks, and pulled them straight into Valyn’s waiting blade. “We could use a break.”

      They did. Even with the Phornian army, the Children of Vala, and the Vala-blessed, they had hardly a moment to breathe between slaying and slaughtering. The fifty or so Fae soldiers Drew and Palvin had brought along from Ulfray only made a small dent in the fighting, except for the healing. That was a convenience the human armies truly appreciated. If anything, the Vala-blessed were the most valuable fighters at the moment, their water slings directing the battle as they dragged opponents across the field.

      Gandrett’s eyes remained on the other side as she placed her safety in Palvin’s, Surel’s, Valyn’s, and even Drew’s hands.

      “What does she want?” Drew asked again, his attention half on Isylte, half on the Maraoul crawling over the cliff. Surel’s water whip lashed past them to grab the beast by the neck and hang it right there at the edge of the canyon.

      It was then that Gandrett noticed Armand’s tall form rushing at the lady, and the sudden change in her posture, how she seemed to fall apart at the edges. Only she wasn’t.

      “Take care of Drew,” she said to Palvin as she sprinted for a Phornian soldier, grabbing the reins of his horse.

      The man almost attacked her, but yielded when he recognized her.

      “I need your horse,” Gandrett merely said, impatiently warding off an approaching Shygon soldier with a burst of flames. He wouldn’t stay down long, but long enough for the man to get off the horse and for her to race around the pit to the other side where Raynar Leyon’s true form was peeling out of Isylte’s skin. “Now,” she added.

      She didn’t thank the man as he slid out of the saddle, but leaped onto the warm leather and kicked the mount’s flanks with impatient heels. The horse burst into a gallop, almost running over another soldier. Gandrett didn’t look back to see if it had been friend or foe. All she could focus on were the metallic features of the Dragon King—and her Mate, who stood too close to the monster who’d once tried to kill him.

      “No.” She spurred her horse faster. “No-no-no.”

      Whatever Raynar had planned couldn’t be good. Especially when his focus was on Nehelon and Gordan, the only ones still moving, while the rest of the battle had been frozen like Liri had done before. Not Liri’s power, she now realized, but Shygon’s, acquired through centuries at the Palace of the Gods.

      Raynar took a step forward, and the world seemed to still as his magic snaked from his fingertips in coils of ice and death.

      “Faster,” Gandrett urged the horse, which slithered on the slick ground where Gandrett and the Vala-blessed had spilled water—and blood.

      But they raced on, Gandrett willing the fluids out of the soil to pave a road to Nehelon. The horse whinnied as if in understanding and struggled into an even faster pace.

      She’d almost made it to the crest of the pit, slightly closer to Nehelon than to the point she’d started from, when Nehelon’s magic lifted rocks, sharpening them into arrowheads while they flew toward Raynar. The Dragon King’s laugh echoed softly like a seductive melody.

      “You should know better than to think a few stones can kill me, Nehelon Idresea,” he said as he took another step forward.

      Gandrett was vaguely aware of Armand darting from the motionless ranks of soldiers, sword above his head as he flung himself at the Dragon King again—one of the few Raynar hadn’t petrified with his magic as he toyed with the ones he wanted to torture before the end.

      And again, he bounced off, flying a few feet until he hit the ground where he slumped with a cough,

      “What a curious ensemble of loyal fools you have collected, Nehelon,” Raynar taunted as he took yet another step toward the Fae King. Gandrett’s heart raced as the hooves of her horse violently beat the soil carrying her closer. “Not like seven hundred years ago when the only one who would fight willingly at your side was the stable boy your mother so dearly hated.”

      Everything inside Gandrett went on high alert when Raynar lifted his hand toward Gordan, splinters of ice scattering from his fingertips before they aligned into a blade of frozen power.

      “No.” Gandrett reached into the well of heat inside of her and summoned a flame. She watched it fly toward her friend fast—but not fast enough to stop Raynar’s blade.

      Gordan’s shield rippled in the air as the ice crashed against it—and shattered.

      Through the bond, Gandrett could have sworn she felt a flicker of relief.

      So close—she was almost at the lines of petrified soldiers separating her from her Mate and her friend—and from the Dragon King, who was standing there in his own body made of Shygon’s power and her own blood. How that was possible, she didn’t even want to think, but water licked through her veins as if in response.

      Vala—

      The goddess of life. The blood of life ran in her veins. And it had created something new, had restored life to a restless presence of wrath and vengeance.

      Another set of rocks flew at the Dragon King, Nehelon using the distraction, and this time, they hit their mark.

      Raynar hissed, but didn’t as much as stumble at the impact that would have torn holes through any human.

      The horse slowed and stopped right at the back of the first line of soldiers, unable to squeeze through the gaps, so Gandrett slid off its back, already running for her Mate while she sent out her magic for anything she could use against the Dragon King. The water from the pit responded to her call immediately, and she willed it to come to her, not in a tidal wave, but in a controlled stream that would harm no one but her target.

      When she stepped out from between the frozen soldiers, Raynar was standing a few feet closer to Nehelon, his quartz eyes waiting for Gandrett and a smile like liquid gold on his lips.

      “Do you remember when I broke your hand, Gandrett?” he said when she skittered to a halt a good twenty feet from Nehelon. Her heart stopped as Raynar’s fingers curled, crushing an invisible bone between them. “When I do that now, I will be able to thoroughly enjoy watching you suffer—you know, since I no longer need to share that pain.”

      His words trickled down her spine like glacial water, ripping holes into her control.

      “Shall I start with your arm again? Or shall I go straight for your spine.” He smirked, and it wasn’t the ugly, vicious gesture she’d have expected, but a beautiful, sensuous one that made Gandrett shudder at the veneer disguising the monster beneath. “Think of all the things I can now do to that body of yours and no longer worry I’d kill my host while I enjoy myself.”

      The bond went taut.

      “The way you killed Isylte?” Nehelon threw in, diverting the Dragon King’s focus from Gandrett.

      She wasn’t sure if she was grateful for having that gaze taken off her or terrified of what he’d do to Nehelon when he focused on him instead.

      “Oh… Isylte.” He rubbed his chin as if pondering. “She was useful. Brought me my new dragon maiden—even if that one was disobedient to no end, she was a delight to torture—and she brought me her daughter.”

      “Selloue,” Nehelon conversed as if he were holding court and Raynar was an esteemed guest. But the ice beneath the mask filled the bond, would soon fill the battlefield.

      He was waiting for an opening, Gandrett realized. With their powers nearly spent after fighting for hours, he couldn’t just blindly attack. He needed to be more strategic about it.

      “A pity that one is gone. I quite enjoyed her before I used her flesh and blood to replenish my new form.” Raynar smoothed his hands down his front as he displayed the tall, lean body covered in robes of haze and mist. “I enjoyed her mother even more.” He smirked in Nehelon’s direction as if he was speaking about his mother as much as about Isylte. “There is something to older women that I’ve never quite noticed before I learned how much fight they have in them, how much spirit. Way more than the easily bendable will of Selloue Grenta.” His laugh echoed across the field like a harbinger of that enjoyment he planned for Gandrett as his eyes locked on hers once more.

      Bile roiled in Gandrett’s throat at the thought of how exactly he’d used the two women, of what he’d done apart from breaking into their mind, their will, their innermost self, and turning them to his side by the power of his own father’s magic.

      “I couldn’t care less if you enjoy yourself,” Gandrett spat at him, sensing the water she’d called make its way toward her, well concealed behind the rows of soldiers—a snake of death if she commanded it to slither into every single one of her enemies’ throats.

      But she needed that power, that force of nature for Raynar, who kept smirking as if he was anticipating enjoying her.

      “I cannot say that I’m particularly entertained by the thought that I need another body to sustain this form—flesh and blood and bones to nourish the essence of what you see. You witnessed how Isylte fell apart when I was done drawing strength from her. You get the idea,” he explained the way only Raynar would, too sure of himself, too proud, too condescending to see any danger in sharing this much information.

      But Gandrett had spent enough time inside his mind to know it was as much his strength as it was his weakness—the power to consume all of Neredyn, and the sense of invulnerability.

      Like a thread, the plan spun in her mind, thin as a wisp of smoke at first, but growing denser and more defined with every moment she stared into his eyes.

      “A pretty form,” she said without taking her eyes off his face. “For a dead male, I mean.”

      The vain grin slipped from Raynar’s lips as her words registered, and his focus narrowed in on her.

      Through the bond, she felt Nehelon’s horror shake to life like a rattlesnake.

      “The good thing about having died once, Gandrett, is that I no longer fear death.” Raynar’s words were like a strike.

      Because they were true.

      Even when she’d stabbed herself to save Nehelon, fear had driven her. Fear for her Mate, for Neredyn, for everything and everyone she loved. And it had been the hardest thing she’d ever done even when she’d been most determined. But death was still a stranger to her—even after bleeding out and falling into a bottomless pit of darkness. Too much life awaited her on this side of Hel’s sacred line.

      Raynar—he’d bided his time for seven hundred years until Linniue had set him free with that insane act of sacrifice in the temple of Shygon under Eedwood Castle.

      Even if he’d once mentioned that going back into that half-life at the border of death was something he’d avoid at all cost, she felt it, that lack of fear, of respect for life, for those he sent to their own death for his mission.

      “Then you won’t mind if I send you right back.” Gandrett didn’t pause before she yanked hard on her magic, ignoring Nehelon’s gasp through the bond as she threw the water she’d collected at the Dragon King. Not the thin spears she could have created to cut him apart or the spring tide that could have swept him away. No, when Gandrett threw all her remaining strength into her attack, what she sent was a fast, continuous stream that reached Raynar’s lips just as he opened them to respond with more useless words to weaken her morals, to establish his advantage, to wait for whatever it was he had summoned this time to destroy them.

      She shoved the water down his throat, wanting to see him drown, the way he’d made her drown, wanted to see him gasp for air, his chest spasm as he ran out of it. She didn’t waste a thought on the cruelty springing to life inside of her, too busy maintaining the pressure of the flood she was directing at the Dragon King.

      He coughed and bent, spitting and gasping as he pitted his own power against Gandrett’s. In the background, she was fairly aware of Nehelon’s shouts of warning and the tug on the bond.

      A moment later, it went silent.

      The magic slipped from Gandrett’s grasp as the sensations of Nehelon trying to reach her ebbed, and everything inside her stilled.

      Raynar’s gargled chuckle pierced the battlefield as she grappled for her power while simultaneously trying to figure out what was wrong with Nehelon.

      He was right there, his shield up and his magic building around him in a whirl of earth and wind. Beside him, Gordan’s own power seemed to have wrapped around the king to protect him while he was spinning that web of nature to attack the monster of flesh and bones before them.

      “Where is your magic now, Child of Vala?” Raynar hissed. “Where did it go?”

      Gandrett searched and found the ends of it sunken back deep inside of her as if they’d recoiled at the thought of something happening to Nehelon.

      Do whatever you need to, Nehelon, she thought at him, even when she could no longer feel more of him than a thin thread of light. Maybe he could still feel her enough to know she was going to hold Raynar off until he could strike.

      They’d have one chance. Depleted as they all were after days of traveling and fighting, that would be all they had to defeat him.

      Steeling her spine, Gandrett unsheathed her sword and willed her remaining magic into her blade. She’d been best at reading her opponents for combat when assessing them to land a blow. That was what had earned her so many victories at the priory and even after that.

      Now that her Fae powers had slipped, she needed to resort to fighting with a sword and her will of steel the way she’d been trained to do by no one else but the Dragon King’s general.

      Raynar’s invisible power struck Nehelon’s shield, pushing the male a step back.

      I’m here. I’ll keep him busy so you can summon your last reserves from the depths of your power. She could have sworn Nehelon’s growl rumbled down the bond, and the returning intensity of the feeling imbued her with strength as she loosed a battle cry and launched herself at the Dragon King.

      Nehelon’s horror through the bond was nothing compared to the feel of ice slicing into her arm as Raynar blocked her attack—a clumsy move for a magical being, but still effective enough to send her flying a couple of feet.

      The earth softened her fall as if directed by an invisible hand to catch her rather than break her bones.

      Her eyes snapped to Nehelon for a beat to find his wide and bright as he watched her struggle back to her feet.

      Don’t waste your strength on me, she shot down the bond, hoping that the sensation that hit him would convey the message well enough. She was the distraction—not for Nehelon, but for the Dragon King while Nehelon prepared to strike.

      She straightened enough to meet Raynar’s assault of glacial wind with her blade in front of her chest. The remains of magic sliced through his power, allowing her to make it a few feet closer to the Dragon King once more and position herself between him and Nehelon.

      A moment later, Gordan was at her side, his shield wrapping around her as she slithered on the slick ground where the water had spilled out of her grasp before it had made it all the way into Raynar’s lungs.

      He swung his axe, not needing to let her know his next move. They’d fought side by side often enough for her to read his intention to attack before she could.

      “Together,” she whispered at him, not waiting for his nod of confirmation before she leaped at Raynar, taking the opening as he glanced to the side where the army was still framing them like frozen statues of violence.

      Gordan was a shadow of menace as he brought his axe down on Raynar in time with Gandrett’s slender blade, and, Vala bless the male, his blow hit its mark. At least enough to draw a silvery substance that seemed to be Raynar’s blood.

      The Dragon King hissed as he whirled out of reach, his magic grasping both Gandrett and Gordan by their necks and hauling them across the ground.

      Gandrett winced as her knees slithered across rocks, gritted her teeth against the force squeezing the air from her chest as Raynar’s power wrapped around her chest. But she wouldn’t give up. Not when Nehelon was already so close to having the entirety of his magic at his fingertips. From the corner of her eye, she saw the whirl of soil as it rose higher and higher like a towering tornado.

      She sliced her blade into Raynar’s invisible hold, pushing her flames through the blade until they burned through his grasp.

      Barely able to break her fall when he released her, she landed face-first in the mud. By the time she scrambled back to her feet, Raynar had dragged Gordan closer toward Nehelon, holding the warrior up by his neck—hanging him the way Liri had hanged him.

      “Surrender, Nehelon Idresea.” Raynar’s voice was no longer that of a lover, but that of a raging monster as he blasted aside soldiers on the sides until he’d razed a circle where Gandrett, Nehelon, and Raynar remained the only ones standing.

      Even on the other side of the canyon, the battle had slowed, the Phornes and the Children of Vala running out of strength as did the Fae and their opponents.

      They couldn’t win. Not without taking out the Dragon King. As long as he was standing, his creatures would keep coming. No water or ice or even solid earth could prevent it.

      In the sky, one of the spindly ghosts was curling as a dragon hit with a lance of turquoise fire. It plunged right into the pit where Gandrett had killed the black dragon.

      Now, she urged through the bond. You need to kill him now.

      As if Nehelon had heard her, the earth thundered across the space between them toward the Dragon King.

      Gordan’s scream died in the rumbling noise as rocks and lumps of soil battered Raynar’s shield, cracking it open. Slowly, so slowly, the air cleared around Nehelon, and Gandrett found his exhausted face with a thin smile directed at her as he swayed on his feet.

      Through the bond, she felt a flicker of weakness before he stabilized himself.

      Gandrett started sprinting toward him, but he merely shook his head, arms still raised at his sides as the last of the gargantuan storm left his orbit to find Raynar.

      You need to end this once and for all, his words formed in her mind, and Gandrett could have sworn his breath hitched as he tried to catch it.

      She didn’t waste a moment on wondering how she could hear him, but grasped her sword harder as she veered after the flying rocks and noticed that her Mate hadn’t merely summoned the soil around him. He’d made the ground bend and move around the Dragon King, who lay buried beneath a heap of debris as the dust settled in the wake of Nehelon’s power.

      And halfway between her and that heap, Gordan was cowering, arm over his face to protect his eyes from the assault of stone and earth. But not a fleck of dust had touched his body. As if Nehelon had willed his power to bend around his brother, a narrow space around Gordan remained untouched.

      She stopped to help him to his feet, but he was already rising and assessing the small mountain before him.

      “Is he dead?” Gandrett asked, not daring to hope—also not daring to take another step toward where she expected the Dragon King.

      “I wouldn’t count on it.” Valyn’s voice, so smooth despite the strain on his features, almost made her jump out of her skin.

      Gordan angled himself between her and the heap of earth as he half-turned toward the moonlight-haired Idresea twin.

      “He didn’t stay dead last time even when we severed his head,” Valyn explained with a shrug as he glanced over his shoulder where a dark figure was riding toward them.

      “She wouldn’t listen to me and stay behind.” Valyn’s words didn’t surprise Gandrett in the slightest, but she didn’t react with anything other than a grim smile before she turned back to find Nehelon walking toward them with too-slow steps.

      Around them, the battlefield was too quiet, the soldiers scattered where Raynar’s magic had left them, no wincing or wailing or even groans and moans.

      Gandrett lifted her sword as she took a few long strides toward the heap and rammed it into the soil where she suspected Raynar to lay buried.

      The tip didn’t come back bloodied in silver as she’d hoped, but covered in dry dust.

      She tried again, Valyn joining her efforts with his own blade as did Gordan, who hacked his axe into the gravel and debris with brute strength, cleaving it open all the way to the core.

      Gandrett felt the yank on the bond a moment before Raynar’s hoarse voice carried from behind them. “You haven’t learned a thing, Nehelon, have you? You should know better than to put me in the ground.”

      Fear was a raging beast inside Gandrett’s chest as she spun on her heels to find Nehelon kneeling at the tip of Raynar’s sword of silvery-blue magic. Ice and dragonfire given a solid form she realized as the Dragon King pushed it an inch into Nehelon’s neck where an invisible power was restraining him.

      Raynar smiled at Gandrett before he turned to Nehelon. “Goodbye, King of Fae. Your reign has come to an end.”

      Gandrett’s scream hadn’t left her throat when Raynar sliced into Nehelon’s throat, spilling blood, hot and angry.

      “No!”

      She couldn’t tell if it was her shouting or Gordan or Valyn as she darted toward her Mate, magic blundering ahead alongside Gordan’s to protect him.

      But there was no shielding him from a blade that had already severed skin, even when she pulled on her magic to draw up a screen of water from the muddy ground to push back the Dragon King. Only hoping that they’d reach Nehelon in time before Raynar injured him beyond repair.

      Valyn reached them first, his power less drained as was his strength, and flung a lash of wind at the Dragon King.

      Raynar stumbled, but his hand remained firm on the short sword in his hand—a human sword, Gandrett realized with horror. Iron.

      Before Gandrett could shout a warning, Valyn leaped through her shield of water into Raynar’s path, tearing the blade out of Nehelon’s neck with his bare hands in the process before it slipped from his grasp as the Dragon King didn’t loosen his hold on it.

      Raynar staggered, reeled after the Prince of Ulfray, and raised his blade to drive it into Valyn’s heart.

      Gandrett didn’t need to turn to know Surel had arrived when her shriek tore the air, a string of water lashing at the Dragon King’s neck, tugging him back.

      Raynar gurgled a sound that reminded Gandrett of a curse, and around them, the soldiers started twitching and moving on the ground.

      She was weakening him. By Vala, the Vala-blessed was weakening Shygon’s son with the power of the goddess herself.

      Gordan reached Raynar a beat later, his axe hitting Raynar’s already bleeding arm and cleaving a deep wound into his flesh.

      But the Dragon King’s hand had already pushed the blade into Valyn’s chest, and his victorious smirk as he studied both the Idresea twins side by side where they had slumped on the muddy ground made Gandrett want to burn the world.

      A cry of anguish escaped her lips as the bond in her chest flickered with pain, weakening with every beat of her heart—of Nehelon’s heart.

      “Heal him,” she ordered Gordan, ignoring the stirring of the battle that was coming back to life around them, the shadows starting to circle above them like birds of prey. She merely grasped that bond that was connecting her to her Mate and held on as she forced the last of her magic into her shaking hands.

      Fire and water rose at her command, circling her palms, her fingers, like plumes of smoke did, they whisk from her hands, spearing for Raynar’s heart.

      Raynar turned in time to avoid a direct hit, but Surel’s water magic held fast around his neck, holding him there as his strength was fading.

      “You are going to burn yourself out, Gandrett,” he taunted, breathless. And she could see it in his eyes that it was an invitation to burn brighter, to hit harder, to do just that—to take herself down. “Too bad your lovely Mate will no longer be around to grieve you when you turn into a pile of ashes.”

      The fire burned hotter, and the water lapped higher inside her chest, all of it rising to the surface, bleeding from her veins as she released them at the monster who’d enslaved her friend, who’d manipulated innocents into following him into death and destruction, who’d taken the Heir of Sives, who’d taken Addie, then her, and—

      Tears welled as the bond flickered one last time before it went still and dark like a tomb.

      Nehelon. He was taking Nehelon.

      “Maybe,” she said through gritted teeth. “But when I go down, I’ll take you with me.”

      When Gandrett’s magic tore Raynar’s chest open, a smile spread on her lips, wide and cruel and utterly lacking mercy. Her vision blurred as a large, black shadow swept over her, neck bent low.

      The last thing Gandrett saw was dragon Addie’s winter-blue gaze as she sank her teeth into Raynar’s neck and ripped off his head.

      Then, Gandrett followed the silence in Nehelon’s bond, letting the heat and water take her under.
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      Thunder clapped in the air alongside bolts of lightning, making soldiers scatter like cattle as Addie rose with Raynar’s head between her teeth. Whether it was one of the Fae summoning the weather or something beyond it, she didn’t care. For now, all she could think of was the bitter taste of silver blood on her slitted tongue and the coiling presence that slithered through it.

      If this was Raynar trying to find a way back into a body—

      She didn’t even want to begin to imagine what he could do if he got hold of her dragon body. What he’d done in a mere human body, then in that strange form he’d assumed through Gandrett’s blood—

      Summoning the remainders of pain and terror Raynar had inflicted on her for such a long time, Addie poured her dragon fire through her throat into her mouth until she felt the head there melt to ashes. Only when not even a speck of flesh or bone was left between her teeth did she dare stop and take a breath to look down where her friends had been fighting for their lives, where Armand had tried to kill Raynar and had been discarded with a blow of magic.

      Screams erupted from all over the battlefield, friend and foe halting as they swayed on their feet, and for a moment, Addie thought Raynar had returned in some twisted way, had found himself a new body to use and abuse and torture. Then she noticed the shaking tower behind the battle on the other side of the canyon.

      With widespread wings, she zoomed back to spot a fissure running through the soil, thin at first, but growing wider as it spread from where the rest of Raynar’s body lay sprawled in the mud. Addie could have sworn a silver glow followed the edges as the crack turned into a canyon cleaving the battlefield all the way to the tower.

      The world held its breath, skies brightening in a firework of lightning and turquoise fire as Shygon’s wrath rained down on them. And at the end of the canyon, the tower began to tumble, stone after stone crumbling from the ruins until it collapsed into the dark depth that had opened what felt like a direct path to Hel’s realm.

      Soldiers screamed as the ground vanished beneath their feet and they were swallowed by the opening ground—humans and Fae alike, Phornians, Lapidonians, Sivesians, with or without magic. Addie roared as she sped across what was left of the battlefield where Vala-blessed had captured Maraoul with their strings of water and Children of Vala had been slaying Shygon soldiers, where the haze of the fighting cloud had scattered, leaving behind the bare carnage of a battle.

      And as she beat her wings faster, anxious to find her friends on solid ground, Raynar’s blood coursed through Addie like poison, searing her from the inside. Vala be damned if the bastard didn’t have a final surprise in store to get back at her for breaking away—even when she’d bitten off his head.

      Gandrett had promised on their flight together, and she’d made good on this promise today, rendering the Dragon King prone even at the cost of her own life.

      Thank Vala, the gap hadn’t spread further than to Raynar’s feet.

      With a powerful beat of her wings, Addie banked and turned to circle over the Dragon King’s remains—the lifeless forms of too many between the battle that was now raging in confusion, some of the Shygon soldiers already fleeing. Whether Raynar’s control on their minds had ceased with his death, Addie couldn’t tell; she could only hope that some more of them had broken free the way she had—even when she’d had the help of her Mate.

      Gordan’s dark hair was hanging into his face as she landed a few feet from where the male was pouring all his efforts into healing the King of Ulfray, who’d exerted himself first, sending all of his magic into the ground to hold back the flood of Maraoul, then fought alongside Gordan against any enemy stepping into their path. By the time Raynar had entered the battlefield, he’d been drained. At least, the ghosts of the White Death had been able to keep the dragons in the sky in check. They hadn’t killed all of them, only the ones who wouldn’t leave another choice—the way the dragon had that she had taken out with Cal before Raynar had frozen the battlefield and her with it.

      Her chest spasmed at the memory of feeling his control sneak into her like an oily sheen.

      But he was gone. And the ground had stopped shaking, the light in the skies dying away as if in a lament.

      Gordan lifted his head, eyes meeting Addie’s while his palm glided from Nehelon’s neck where a red line spoke of the injury he’d received at the Dragon King’s hands.

      He would live.

      Gordan nodded as if he’d heard her thoughts.

      But beside him, the pale-haired male was beyond saving. A young woman with black curls and rich umber skin was spilling her tears on his still form and clutching his hand. There was something in the way her desperation leaked from her that reminded Addie of Nehelon’s sobs when he’d cradled Gandrett in his arms before Addie’s tears had brought her back.

      Deep inside of her, Addie searched for tears she could gift to heal. But she had none left.

      So she shuddered into her human form to do what she’d done at the back of the army and tried to help with the injured by bringing bandages and cleaning their wounds.

      

      The ground had shaken Nehelon awake long before Gordan’s healing magic had patched him up. A wound of iron. How reckless not to consider the Dragon King would use anything against them—even something as base as iron.

      Before opening his eyes, Nehelon searched for the bond that had throbbed so hot a moment ago it had prevented him from slipping away. Gandrett’s fire had flared like never before, and fear had grasped him so thoroughly that death’s claws hadn’t found any purchase.

      Gordan’s black eyes greeted him with both the world’s relief and fear as he gathered Nehelon up into his arms. “By Vala,” he murmured as he crushed him in a hug that should have broken him apart. But Gordan’s healing had restored enough of him to not let his ribs crack. “I thought I’d lost you both this time.”

      “Both?” Nehelon only noticed Gandrett’s pale face half-hidden by the half-naked, human form of Addie Blackwood a few feet away—the only face in focus despite the chaos around them that the battle had turned into.

      He shot to his feet so fast that Gordan stumbled back and fell on his ass, something that never happened to the skilled warrior. But Hel’s darkness beckoned Nehelon forward as it seeped from Gandrett’s body.

      On instinct, he reached for the bond that had held him on this side of Hel’s line and held onto the thin flicker with all he had.

      Not dead-not dead-not dead.

      He shoved Addie aside, dropping to his knees beside Gandrett’s shoulder, and had he believed he’d felt fear before, Nehelon was proven wrong as he took in the degree of destruction on his Mate’s body. Blisters and burns snaked along her arms and chest where her fire had consumed her clothes, leaving nothing but shreds of singed fabric here and there. Between the burns, her skin was swollen with the effect of water seeping into her or out of her, he didn’t care. All he could see was the pain that twisted her features even now that she’d slipped away, darkness trickling around her body like a layer ready to conceal her and swallow her.

      Nehelon’s hands hesitated over hers, trying to find a place he could touch where he wouldn’t inflict additional pain. But his panic to lose her won over his fear of hurting her, and Nehelon wove his fingers through hers, pulling her hand to his chest, and murmured to her words of his love, of his guilt, as he allowed what scraps of his own magic were left to flow into her.

      “Take me instead,” he whispered to Hel as he bowed his head before his love, his Mate, his queen. “Take me so she can live a thousand lifetimes for both of us.”

      

      Darkness was easy. It didn’t demand of her to strain her eyes or to move her limbs. It wanted nothing of her than to give into that heaviness that had pushed her under the layers of agony that her own magic had burned and washed through her.

      Fire and water. Two elements that had once eradicated each other, but in Gandrett’s hands, they had become one, a new sort of weapon that Neredyn had never seen before. And they had ripped Shygon’s son apart.

      But she was tired. So, so tired. And the fire inside of her had burned out while the water had ebbed away from her reach. There was nothing inside of her now that could ground her. Nothing.

      She didn’t fight when the ground rocked her like a cradle, beckoning her to fall into it. Bringer of the end, it had said—he had said. A voice as ancient as time.

      Another voice, wise like the man in Lapidos who’d told her that life could be found where the violet blossoms bloomed in Lapidos, had chuckled and noted that the end made new beginnings.

      Now she was staring into the darkness of Hel’s eyes, and the god was beautiful and terrible, graceful and monstrous, merciful and greedy, all at once. With a smile, he held out his hand.

      Gandrett wanted to take it. It would have been easy to go with him. No words were needed to know that for her, he’d be the merciful god, the god who would cradle her soul and take her into his gentle darkness.

      Just as she was about to place her fingers into his palm, a woman appeared beside him, her skin glowing with life and light. The ground rippled beneath her bare feet with every measured step she took, and Gandrett recognized the goddess of life and water.

      You’ve suffered enough, my child, Vala said with a smile as, from the side, another man appeared, tall and dark and strikingly beautiful. Something about him reminded her of Palvin, and a smile tugged on her lips when the grumpy expression of the god turned into a breathtaking smile of its own.

      Only when he stopped next to Vala and took her hand did Gandrett notice the scars on the goddess’s forearms. Shackles left that sort of injury. She had similar ones on her own wrists, faint and thin from her early years at the priory.

      Where am I? she wanted to know.

      Hel raised a brow. At the edge of time, child. You are where my realm touches that of the goddess of life and the giver of life.

      Gandrett glanced around, wondering if her body had followed her to this strange place at the edge of time and wondered if time even existed here.

      This is where it all ends, Gandrett, Hel said.

      And where it all begins, the giver of life said—Shaelak. She knew in her soul that this was the god of darkness.

      Am I dead? Gandrett asked, trying to feel her body, feel the bond that connected her to Nehelon.

      It was Hel’s chuckle of night that pushed her to strain for any sense of herself, of the anguish that had run through her before she’d slipped away into … this.

      Not dead, child, Vala said.

      Not alive either, Hel remarked as he closed the distance between them, arms spread wide to take her into his embrace. It will be easy, Gandrett. Let me embrace you, and the pain, the fear, they will be gone forever.

      Gandrett’s gaze shot to Vala, who was shaking her head.

      How did I even get here? Gandrett turned away from Hel, the step bringing her closer to Vala, whose blood ran in the veins of a body she seemed to have left behind.

      You have been here before, Gandrett, Hel said, arms still wide and ready. But Shygon’s creature pulled you back into the realm of the living before you could lay eyes on me.

      Gandrett vaguely remembered the darkness when she’d bled herself out to kill the Dragon King.

      Shygon’s creature and the power of life that runs in water, Vala added.

      And the love that runs in Shygon’s creature, Shaelak added.

      Addie, Gandrett whispered. Addie had saved her. Brought her back.

      When Shygon betrayed me and created dragons with Demea’s help, he didn’t know that I was aware of what he was planning. And I filtered in a magic of my own. Vala held Gandrett’s gaze with eyes of greenish blue so deep they felt like ponds of life. To make them more than the beasts of destruction he wanted them to be, but to give them a trait that would redeem them.

      Dragon tears. Images of Addie crying flicked through Gandrett’s mind.

      Tears of life, Shaelak corrected.

      They heal whoever they touch, but if the dragon’s heart of ice breaks over the death of a being, they bring them back, Gandrett. Once and only once. Because once that heart of ice is broken, the dragon is free of Shygon’s hold. And the dragon might never cry again.

      Gandrett wanted to cry tears of her own as it settled that with everything Addie had done; she’d truly given her own heart to save Gandrett.

      Something inside her flickered to life—a thin streak of light bridging the distance to her body.

      It’s time, Gandrett, Vala said, and a smile crossed her features, breaking the darkness of Hel’s embrace. Your Mate is waiting for you. Your life is waiting for you.

      Gandrett had questions. So many questions. Why me? Is Raynar truly dead? What will become of Sives if she no longer has an heir to the throne?

      They tumbled out of her without order or logic.

      Vala merely bowed her head. Shygon’s son is dead, and all of his creations will disappear with him.

      What do you mean, disappear? Panic grasped Gandrett at the thought of Addie being dead.

      The gods started to blur while Gandrett tried to decide if she should grabble for the realm where she could push deities for answers or for that glowing string of light threading through her as Vala and Shaelak lifted their joined hands.

      Give my regards to my daughter, Gandrett, Shaelak said with a smile. Tell her I have not forgotten her.

      The darkness collapsed into Hel’s spread arms, and Gandrett was flung back into her body where pain was all she knew.

      “Gandrett.”

      She knew the voice. Had heard it before, had heard it all her life in one or the other way. A memory of a kiss in her parent’s barn swept through her, pushing back the agony that was every inch of her body.

      The voice whispered by her ear, words she should have known. “Mate,” it said. “My Mate.”

      The scent of power and love, of strength and life, of forest grounds and flower petals filtered through that of blood, sweat, and singed flesh. The scent of home.

      “I’m here, Gandrett,” he said in that voice that could grasp her nerves and soothe them to sleep. That could bring a different sort of fire to her core. “I’m here.”

      A hand brushed her cheek, her forehead, smoothed back her hair. “I’m here. I won’t leave your side.”

      She remembered that she had a heart, that in this realm, it needed to beat in order to survive—and as she listened, over the screams and whimpers of soldiers, over steel and fists, and falling bodies, she heard it. Faint thuds as if from far away.

      “Stay with me, Gandrett.” His words washed through her in a gentle wave, cleansing all doubts of whether she was meant to return to this game of realms where kingdoms would be left without crowns and families without mothers and fathers when this battle was over.

      A battle—

      She’d been fighting a battle against an evil, and—

      Gandrett heaved a deep breath, eyes flying open, and she scrambled to her feet, spinning around and around, searching. “Raynar—”

      Nehelon’s diamond-blue eyes found hers as he caught her by the shoulders.

      Alive. Nehelon was alive.

      “Dead,” he confirmed what Vala had said about Shygon’s son and turned her toward the pile of ashes amidst a pool of silver blood—and the crack in the earth that ran all the way to the crumbled ruins of the western tower of Ithrylan.

      “What happened?”

      Nehelon didn’t respond as he wrapped his arms around her, the bond inside her flaring with heat—not that of fire, but that of life, of love, of everything that Nehelon Alleyan Idresea was to her. Her own arms wrapped around his waist, pulling him closer until she felt his heartbeat against her chest.

      Over his shoulder, she watched the battle scatter more and more as Shygon soldiers threw themselves down the edge of the canyon to surrender before the Human-Fae Alliance between blood and corpses.

      They had won. They had actually won.

      But at what cost?

      Her eyes wandered farther along the canyon where the Phornian army had circled remaining Shygon soldiers, then up at the sky.

      No dragons. No ghosts. Whether all of them had died in battle and were buried beneath piles of Maraoul and humans, or Vala had been right, and all traces of Shygon had been erased from the realm of the living, she didn’t dare think about, for it would turn her mind toward Addie.

      Nehelon’s fingers rubbed down her back where the pulling pain in her bare skin was slowly ceasing. “You’re alive,” Nehelon whispered, pressing a kiss to the top of her head before he let her out of his arms and placed his sword in her hand. “That’s all that matters for now.”

      He unbuckled his leather armor and shrugged out of his shirt. He draped it around Gandrett, who only now realized that her chest was bare as well. Her arms felt surprisingly strong as she slid them into the sleeves.

      Nehelon smiled down at her as he buttoned the front. Then, he picked up a discarded sword from the ground, and together, they joined Gordan, who was crouching beside Valyn’s bloodied body, hands in his lap and eyes on the sky as if in prayer. On the other side, Surel was sobbing, fingers splayed over Valyn’s chest as if she was trying to grasp his soul and keep it from Hel’s embrace.

      Gandrett shuddered at the memory of Hel’s widespread arms.

      “I’m sorry,” Gordan said when Nehelon knelt next to him. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save him.”

      Gandrett stood behind Nehelon, placing her free hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry,” she echoed, and tears collected in her own eyes at the sight of the chalk-pale face that was as much Valyn’s as it was Nehelon’s. Her chest tightened at the thought of losing him, of what it had felt like when that bond between them had gone silent.

      And Surel.

      Gandrett brushed her fingers over her Mate’s arm before she walked around Valyn’s body to wrap her arms around her friend.

      “He was supposed to survive this war,” the Vala-blessed sobbed. “He was supposed to be immortal.”

      Gandrett held Surel as tears spilled from her eyes. With everything Valyn had done wrong, when it counted, he’d sacrificed himself to save his brother—and left behind the woman who was supposed to be his Mate.

      “May the gods cradle his soul,” said Nehelon, and Gandrett could almost feel Hel’s touch and Vala’s light as it retreated from the darkness.

      “May the gods cradle his soul,” Gordan and Gandrett repeated.

      Then Nehelon reached under his twin’s shoulders and knees and lifted him off the ground.
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      The sky had turned to blue ink by the time the last screams had ebbed. Armand couldn’t tell how many soldiers he’d run through with his sword; he’d stopped counting after the Dragon King had slammed him into the frozen battle the second time and he’d hit the ground so hard that it had taken him minutes to clear his head.

      Now, he was sitting on a boulder—one of the few in the flatland that spread at the foot of the destroyed tower—and stared at the cleft in the world that had appeared when Addie had fried the Dragon King’s head up in the air, her outline that of nightmares against the lightning-broken horizon.

      He’d lost track of her when the soldiers had come back to life and the battle had continued. Why he hadn’t been frozen by Raynar’s magic would need to remain a mystery to be solved another day. For now, all he could do was stare at the crimson soil, the edge of the canyon where part of the Human-Fae Alliance had disappeared into Hel’s realm. His breathing had slowed, his exhaustion rooting him where he sat, even when there was work to be done, wounded to tend to, friends to look for, and hope he’d find them alive.

      But Armand Denderlain had given so much since his castle had fallen into the Dragon King’s grasp that he wasn’t sure he had another word in him. Especially now that the full meaning of what had happened hit him.

      Raynar was dead.

      Neredyn would be free—and there was no Heir of Sives to finally claim the throne.

      Joshua wouldn’t have been sitting and watching the aftermath of a battle he’d fought himself. No—his cousin would have given his last breath to help the ones who couldn’t hobble off the battlefield themselves. He’d have carried them, general or foot soldier, it wouldn’t have made a difference. Not the Joshua he’d gotten to know—even when, in the end, he’d been corrupted by Raynar’s mind.

      With a sigh, Armand wiped his sweaty forehead with the back of his hand and got to his feet.

      He made it halfway toward the canyon when he spotted the King of Ulfray, who had a long limp form draped over his arms.

      Not even daring to think who that could be, Armand sprinted toward them.

      “Armand—” Gandrett’s arms wrapped around him before he could wonder about the male so similar to Nehelon that he couldn’t be anyone other than the king’s legendary twin.

      The woman squeezed him with more strength than he had expected with her soot-smeared face and leather pants ripped in places. He’d seen her fight the Dragon King, had seen every time she’d rallied her powers, her will to fight. Had seen her burn and erupt in a volcano of magic before Raynar had been ripped apart—right before Addie had bitten off his head. He didn’t dare ask where Addie had gone, if she was even alive, for the answer might have destroyed him.

      Words of relief, words of sorrow lingered on his tongue as he pulled out of her embrace. But when he faced her, none of them left his mouth.

      He merely turned and joined them as they walked off the battlefield, King Nehelon and Queen Gandrett of Ulfray, followed by their general and a weeping woman he’d never seen before.

      

      Drew fell to his knees before the last Maraoul he’d slain. The last—literally. No more monsters were crawling from the pit the creatures had ripped, now that the fissure through the realm had swallowed even that—that and hundreds of soldiers from both sides of this war.

      Shortly after Gandrett had sped to the other side of the pit, Palvin had yanked him back into battle, reminding him that there was much work to do on this side as well. That Gandrett and Nehelon wouldn’t stand a chance if they couldn’t contain the secondary battle. On the other side, the fight had frozen, and for a moment, he’d wished he were one of those petrified men, unable to fight and no longer needing to make choices about life and death, no longer spilling blood.

      Then he’d remembered who he was, what he was capable of, and why it mattered that he didn’t return to being a coward. His magic had started working alongside that of the Vala-blessed, turning their leashes into solid blades of ice, slicing off heads, and bringing Maraoul to their knees so the Children of Vala could finish them with their swords. He’d fallen into a rhythm of killing, and for the first time, he understood the way Palvin turned glacial when he drew his throwing stars.

      Only when the ground had started shaking had their opponents started running—some of them. Others had begged for mercy. Drew wasn’t proud he hadn’t granted that mercy to all of them.

      When he now glanced at the vast field of destruction before him, he was glad he was already kneeling, or his legs would have failed him.

      Familiar boots stopped before him, Palvin sinking to his knees beside him, a hand already on Drew’s cheeks to turn him away from the corpse before them. When he looked up, eyes like black fire searched his gaze, a shuddering breath leaving Palvin’s lips before he pressed a kiss to Drew’s forehead.

      For a long moment, they remained like that, Palvin’s lips lingering on Drew’s skin, then the male pulled away, straightening to his feet and holding out a hand, “Come.”

      Drew placed his shaking fingers into Palvin’s palm, savoring the warmth, the steadiness, and got to his feet. Palvin tugged him closer, resting his forehead against Drew’s with a shuddering breath. Drew smiled at him, in the midst of the ceased battle. Then he let the male lead him away from blood and death, north, to where he could make out Gandrett’s silhouette beside Nehelon’s.

      Alive. His heart did a painful thud of relief. They were both alive.

      Together, they marched across the field where Fae soldiers were healing the wounded as best they could after exerting themselves in battle. Palvin eyed them, but gave no command to follow.

      “They know what they’re doing,” he said to Drew instead. “They patched up the wounded in the first Dragon War. This is not new to them.”

      Drew wasn’t sure if that made him feel relieved or sad—a bit of both, perhaps. But mostly, Drew felt empty.

      His eyes reached the blood-drenched ground for signs of the King and Queen of Phornes—and for the Sivesian lady at the king’s side, but couldn’t make them out among the dark faces in the falling night.

      “What happens now?” He couldn’t look away from what had happened there at the foot of where the ghosts of the White Death had once fought for the freedom of the human race. The ghosts, who’d crumbled to ashes after the world slowly tore apart. Whatever magic had destroyed them, it had taken Raynar’s dragons as well, had shifted them into their human forms mid-air. Some of them had survived the fall while most of them—

      He averted his gaze from the cleft that had swallowed some of the falling creatures.

      Palvin led him forward, thumb rubbing circles over the back of Drew’s palm, and it hit Drew that the male had never let go of his hand.

      “Now, we find our king and queen, our general, and what is left of our army.” Palvin’s voice was as dark as the sky, heavy like ink, empty like the place in Drew’s heart that he had once considered innocent.

      Not anymore after slaughtering so many.

      “Then we thank Vala and Galloris for our victory and beg Hel to be merciful to the soldiers who will leave us before the night is over. We heal and we rest, Andrew, and then, a new day will break. And we will live for all those who didn’t survive.”

      

      They reached the makeshift camp at the end of the battlefield by the time the moon had fully risen, following the path where the soldiers were taking the wounded. So many—

      Muriel Aucrosta rushed past them, sprinting for her horse and almost running them over as she hurried away.

      A moment later, he found Gandrett leaning into Nehelon’s side and holding the fluffy gray crow in her hands.

      He paused, letting the knowledge that she was fine settle inside the chambers of his heart.

      “Riho brought news that you were on your way,” she said as she spotted him.

      Releasing the bird, she crushed him into a hug that took his breath away.

      “Little spy,” he huffed as the bird circled and settled on Nehelon’s shoulder, beetle black eyes sparking with amusement. Whatever Nehelon did to be able to talk to animals, he wanted to learn it if only to have it out with that bird who seemed to show up at the most inconvenient of times to drop information that crossed any plans ever made.

      Riho cawed as Nehelon scratched his head with a finger.

      “He also mentioned that the Queen of Phornes has been badly injured,” Nehelon said with that composed face Drew had learned to read as a mask to cover all emotions swirling beneath. Not a cold, calculated male, but one feeling too much… Well, calculated, maybe.

      Nehelon inclined his head as Gandrett released Drew. “If you and the Phornian army hadn’t made it in time, I don’t know if we’d lived long enough to face Raynar.”

      “Don’t speak his name,” a golden-skinned man with a set of askew black curls advised from a few feet away where he was cleaning his sword beside a fire. “We don’t want him to return, do we?”

      “He won’t.” The way Gandrett spoke left no room for doubts.

      “Leonidas won’t get over the fact that all dragons are gone,” another man with equally black hair, but a much paler complexion remarked with a half-smile. He bowed to Drew as if recognizing him, then turned to Gandrett. “You never told me how handsome your brother was.”

      Beside Drew, Palvin laughed. “Runs in the family, I’d say.”

      Drew’s Fae eyes allowed him to make out more details: the man’s straight nose and emerald eyes shadowed by the dancing flames. His lean shape beneath the dirty linen shirt hanging open at the base of his throat. He turned to Palvin, wondering if he noticed, too … and found the male staring right back at him.

      The heat passing between them in that moment was enough to tell him whoever that man was would never be of any interest to either of them.

      You’re alive, his eyes seemed to say. We have a future. And the sweetness of his smile allowed Drew to forget for a moment that the stench in the air came from what was being burned in the fires.

      

      Mckenzie’s legs were shaking by the time she lowered Miitra on the ground mere feet from the cliff that seemed to have swallowed the world. After the battle had died away, she and Taghi had decided to search the field for survivors—of both their own army and the enemy’s. She couldn’t tell how many times she’d vomited when she’d found familiar faces in the piles of deceased, only that her stomach was empty and her throat raw by the time she found the Queen of Phornes half buried beneath a cluster of Maraoul. All dead, thank Shaelak.

      “Help!” She wasn’t sure if anyone would hear the rasp that came out. But one of the Fae soldiers turned and darted for her, abandoning whomever she’d been healing at least a hundred feet away.

      She assessed Mckenzie with a few professional touches, probing her shoulder and arm where she’d taken a bad blow.

      “Not me—” Mckenzie shook her head, gesturing at Miitra’s still form.

      The female’s eyes turned dark as she knelt and assessed Miitra instead.

      “She was alive when I picked her up at the edge of the battlefield,” Mckenzie vowed as panic rose inside her chest. “She was groaning while I carried her. No one heard me when I called for help.” Because her voice had failed her, continuing to set one foot after the other was the only thing she’d been able to do to not sink to the ground and never get up again. “She even cursed Shaelak and Hel for coming after her so soon.”

      “Because it is too soon,” Miitra’s weak words made Mckenzie painfully throw herself to her knees and clasp the queen’s hand.

      “I’m here, Miitra. We have help. You’ll get through this.” She knew that her last words were more to soothe them both than the actual truth.

      Especially, when the female peeled back Miitra’s armor where the blood was seeping through, and revealed a nasty wound that was definitely from teeth.

      Mckenzie bit back the gasp of horror, but Miitra’s fingers tightened around hers as if the queen already knew.

      “It… It got me right before the lights started flashing in the skies.”

      Tears welled in Mckenzie’s eyes as she remembered what the Fae had told them about the Maraoul.

      “Can you move your fingers?” The female touched Miitra’s wrist, expression grim in the dim moonlight.

      Miitra’s teeth reflected pale white as she gritted them and curled her fingers as requested.

      Inside Mckenzie’s chest, a spark of hope threatened to destroy her.

      “Maraoul poison spreads fast,” the female explained. “If she was bitten hours ago, she should have started to lose control over the limbs closest to the wound. Maybe the one biting her wasn’t poisonous. We’ve seen that in the aftermath of this battle that, after centuries of breeding, apparently not all of the hybrids have the original Maraoul poison—or in various intensities that are not all deadly.”

      Mckenzie heaved a breath.

      “I can … feel my body all too well,” Miitra huffed as she tried to push herself up. But her strength failed her, and Mckenzie noticed the blood pooling at the queen’s side. “There.” She started opening the armor, but the female was faster, ripping open the straps and buckles and exposing the shirt beneath the leather where blood was leaking from a stab wound. She ripped it away and placed her hands over Miitra’s flank.

      “By Vala,” the female laughed as she closed her eyes and sparks of light seemed to be dancing beneath her palms as she healed the Queen of Phornes.

      Mckenzie didn’t dare breathe until the female retracted her hands, leaving behind smooth skin.

      Miitra’s labored breathing calmed, and she closed her eyes, a smile on her lips. “Tell Muriel the Phornian armies need a general.”

      “I will,” she said and squeezed her hand. To the female she said, “What’s your name so I can remember to tell the King of Phornes who saved his cousin.” The best way she found to say thank you without actually speaking the words. Even if the Fae had fought alongside them, were now healing their wounded and helping burn the corpses, they were still Fae, and a history of fear and distrust wasn’t changed in a battle or two.

      “Dafdya,” the female said with a smile like spring and sunshine. She eyed Mckenzie over Miitra’s sleeping form. “You don’t need to fear me, human woman. I’ve lost my heart to one of your kind.”

      Fae couldn’t lie, Mckenzie remembered and returned the smile with one of her own.
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      Dawn broke like a gentle wave over the dying fires on the battlefield. Addie had spent the night searching for the one creature everyone else seemed to have forgotten, but she hadn’t found him among the wounded or the corpses that had been heaved into the fires.

      After Nehelon had shoved her from Gandrett’s side, she’d deemed her presence unnecessary. A Fae King with the power to command nature had to be a better healer for the warrior queen—the friend—she didn’t want to lose.

      So she’d left Gandrett in her Mate’s care, inclined her head at her own Mate, and marched off to find Cal.

      She’d spotted Armand a few minutes later, sitting between the fallen with his shoulders hunched and his face glum. Something inside her heart had cracked at the sight, but no matter how much she’d wanted to throw her arms around him and piece him back together, she couldn’t. Not when he would be taken care of by the lords and ladies on the battlefield. He had friends and a name and would be fine.

      Cal had no one.

      Addie had seen the dragons plunge from the sky. Had seen them shift and shatter as they hit the ground at full speed. If she recognized them among the dead, it was because of the odd angles of their limbs when nothing else had been injured—no blood, and also no armor on them. Naked corpses among a field of slaughter.

      If Cal had been up in the air while he shifted—she didn’t want to even think it.

      At least, now, the sun was piercing its path through the smoke-clouded sky, allowing her to see better. She didn’t care about her half-nakedness as the dead didn’t care about it. All she did was march on, scanning every last inch of the ground for a sign of Cal.

      She’d made it almost to the edge of the field when a familiar voice stopped her.

      “Here, Addie. Take this.”

      Her heart stuttered at the soft velvet of his tone, the brokenness, the tenderness.

      “Armand.” She more mouthed his name than spoke, not daring to turn for fear of what facing him would do to her. She’d bled enough for a hundred lifetimes. Her heart couldn’t take another blow.

      But hadn’t she promised herself she’d figure things out if they survived the battle?

      Now that they had—

      “You must be cold.” His hands were a warm weight upon her shoulders as he placed a blanket on her, holding it in place with his palms until she grasped the corners and gathered them at her front.

      Addie breathed. In and out. Slow enough to steady her rising panic, her guilt, her anguish. Only then did she reach up—but not for the blanket. Her fingers brushed Armand’s where they rested on the edge of her collarbone.

      She could have sworn he wasn’t breathing, that his heart had stopped beating for as long as their touch lasted.

      “Oh, Addie—” The exasperation of the world reverberated in his sigh. “I thought I’d lost you.”

      The many meanings of his words drove a shiver through her—one of those times she’d faced him as a dragon with no hope to ever be anything else than that. And the times she’d faced him since her re-transformation into her human form, the warmth in his eyes when he’d held her gaze, the joy, the questions.

      “Not lost.” It was all she could say as the absence of tears pricked at her eyes. She wanted to cry—wanted to release that horrible past from her mind, from her body. But her tears had run dry, and all she had left were words.

      “No.” Armand’s warmth wrapped around her like a blanket of a different sort as he leaned close enough for her to feel his breath tickling the strands of her hair—an almost-touch that reminded Addie of the Mate who’d set her free.

      She could still feel him there inside her chest. Not a leash or a demanding presence, but a remnant of something good, something peaceful. Of a love so pure she would never be able to return it. At least, not in the way he may have hoped.

      Forgive me, Gordan, she thought at him, and she could have sworn his smile filled her like a ray of sun as she turned around, Armand’s hands sliding off her shoulders, the blanket dropping with them, and finally, finally faced the man her heart belonged to as a whole.

      Armand’s hazel eyes were waiting for hers as she gazed up at him, his hair wind-torn, face mostly clean as if he’d hastily wiped it with a moist rag. But he was as beautiful as she remembered. The way his full lips curved, how his brows knitted together as he waited for her to speak, to free those words that had been stuck in her throat in her dragon form.

      Now, she was free to speak whatever she liked. Now, she could tell him how she felt, what she had been hoping for.

      What she said instead was, “There is a small village east of Eedwood Castle that I used to see when I looked out toward the ocean when Linniue held me as her slave. I’d like to visit there one day.”

      Armand’s brows rose on his forehead, but his smile remained in place. “I’d be honored to take you there, Addie. Anywhere you like, I’ll take you.” His words, a promise as much as a question, wound through her to the very core of herself.

      “I’d like that very much.”

      Armand bent down to kiss her forehead. “Anywhere you want, I’ll go as long as it is with you.”

      The truth of his words pierced deep, not because she feared they weren’t the truth but because she knew they were. He would. After everything he’d sacrificed to get back Eedwood, he’d abandon it in a heartbeat if it was for her.

      Addie lifted her hands to capture Armand’s face between her palms, brushing a tear from his cheek with her thumb before she rose to her toes and kissed him—a brief, sweet kiss that was meant to show what her words couldn’t.

      “As I will go if it is with you,” she whispered.

      His arms wound around her, crushing her to his chest as he murmured her name. “Addie.” Over and over again. “Addie.”

      She couldn’t tell if he was crying tears for both of them or if he’d been holding in all his sorrows for as long as she had, but when he finally pulled back enough to lock gazes with her, his lips no longer brushing her hair as he spoke, his eyes were molten honey.

      “I love you, Addie. And I’m a fool for not telling you all those months back before the summer solstice. You might have never been alone the night you were taken from Ackwood. You might have been in my arms instead, and all this”—he gestured around the battlefield, the ashes now scattering in the morning breeze—“would have never happened. You would have never been part of this.”

      Addie wasn’t certain what to respond to first—the declaration that made her heart speed like butterfly wings, that gave her hope even in this field of destruction. Or to the guilt spilling from him as he spoke, the way he had carried this weight with him for as long as she had.

      “There is nothing I would have loved to happen more than that,” she said, pushing back the darkness of the tower where Selloue and Isylte had trapped her, where Joshua had been waiting for her—not Joshua, but Raynar. “But you chose as best you could back then, as did I.” And we survived, she added in her mind. We’re here now. And I love you beyond what words can tell.

      When their lips met this time, Addie poured all of her feelings into it. All the love she’d so expertly hidden from Raynar to protect Armand. All the love she no longer needed to hide.

      And what Armand gave back was a multifold of it.

      

      Gandrett absently chewed the stale bread Nehelon had found for them in an abandoned pack at the camp, her eyes on the horizon where the columns of smoke had been whisked away by the clearing breath of Nehelon’s summoned breezes.

      Three days had passed since their victory at Ithrylan. And three days, she’d helped the wounded, changed their bandages, spoken soothing words to them. Three days, she’d comforted Surel, talked with Mckenzie, who’d arrived with the King and Queen of Phornes and Muriel Aucrosta in the middle of the night, Dafdya at their side.

      They’d spent the rest of the night exchanging their stories, and Gandrett was delighted to hear of the pending marriage between her friend and the man who, despite some bad choices, had managed to win her heart.

      Nehelon had taken to talking about the future of the realms with King Taghi, Queen Miitra, Muriel and Leonidas Aucrosta, and Brax, who hadn’t left the prince’s side for longer than a few moments. Armand hadn’t joined so far, his presence, as he’d explained, more useful at the side of the people of Sives.

      She hadn’t commented when he and Addie had emerged from the battlefield, rays of sun that had made it through the smoke gilding them like royalty. She also hadn’t commented when Gordan had turned and walked away. Whatever was between them, they’d need to figure it out. And Gordan had set her free—even if he couldn’t break a Mating bond.

      When she watched Addie bring food to the wounded, what she saw was a woman willing to care for her people. It was all she needed to know.

      She’d shared with her inner circle what had happened, and much to her chagrin, they kept asking for more details—details she maybe couldn’t, maybe didn’t want to remember.

      “Gandrett?” Drew claimed her attention over a cup of thin tea—the last of it if Kouyen was to be believed.

      With a sigh, she returned to the conversation, meeting each of her court members’ weary gazes.

      She’d shared with her inner circle what had happened in that dark place she’d gone to when Hel had tried to drag her into his realm. While Nehelon and Gordan hadn’t commented much, Kouyen and Warren had an opinion on all the gods, especially the one of death.

      “I already told you everything,” she said, biting into her bread.

      Beside her, Nehelon shifted as if he did have something to say after all, but merely took her free hand into his, squeezing gently. Inside of her, the bond resonated with the love pouring from him, and pride filled her at the feel of the male who was her Mate.

      It was the truth. She’d told them everything—except for Shaelak’s request. That, she’d kept to herself. Especially after what Drew had shared about Kepha’s letter to Priestess Soli.

      She wouldn’t risk any suspicions until she knew for sure. So she tucked that thought away, focusing on her brother and the male who’d become his shadow—shadow of the best, most fearless kind.

      Surel met her gaze as if she could read deep into Gandrett’s soul, and leaned against the pack behind her.

      “It doesn’t matter what the gods said,” she eventually stated, wondering if Vala and Shaelak would be upset if they heard her. If Hel would reach from the canyon running from the collapsed tower all the way to the spot that now marked Raynar’s end and grasp her at last.

      But nothing happened. So Gandrett blew out a breath and continued, “With Taghi and Miitra, Phornes is taken care of. Mckenzie will hold the line of communication with Sives open if only for her brother. Lapidos and Phornes have new ties as well.” She glanced at Miitra and Muriel, who were talking a few feet away, fingers laced into each other’s.

      She couldn’t hear what their conversation was about since it was Gordan’s shield protecting their own conversation.

      “Even when not in the way that had been intended,” Palvin said, and all eyes turned to him. He merely shrugged. “I have found, over the course of the past days, that I quite like the Queen of Phornes and her progressive views on the world. Also, Taghi was supposed to marry Muriel for that exact alliance.”

      “You’re worse than the old women in Alencourt who gossip at the garden fence,” Drew shot, only half-taunting Palvin.

      The male laughed—the first real laugh they’d heard in what felt like months—and said, “Worse than Autumn Court nobles. They’ve been known to gossip.” He gave Gandrett an apologetic smile as he nudged Drew’s side with his elbow. So happy—she’d never seen the brooding male so happy.

      Nehelon brushed his thumb over her fingers as if in understanding of her observation.

      “We know who’ll sit on the throne of Ulfray,” Kouyen said, meeting Nehelon’s gaze first, then Gandrett’s. “That is if Lyrrin Stesea hasn’t made his home there. No one else could challenge your lineage now.”

      Silence fell at the reminder of who was missing in their group, who had betrayed them and attacked them and saved them in the end.

      “May the gods cradle his soul,” Surel said, and they all echoed her words.

      Gandrett’s heart did a painful thud for her friend who’d lost a Mate. Who hadn’t even known what he’d been to her. At the memory of the king whom she’d danced with. The friend she’d known. The male she’d believed she might have loved had it not been for Nehelon. The male who’d found redemption in his sacrifice. You can watch over her from wherever you are, Valyn, she thought and hoped that Hel would let that message pass.

      Across from her, Surel wiped her eyes, brave and strong as she’d always been.

      “That leaves us with Sives,” she said, her Phornian accent blurred by suppressed sobs. “Who is going to rule the shattered kingdom?”

      Surel’s question hung in the air like a weight of iron on a Fae’s neck.

      Gandrett didn’t need to look at Nehelon to know he was thinking of the same man. She merely smiled as she noticed Addie and Cal join Armand Denderlain and Celius at the edge of the camp where they were in deep conversation with Brax and Leonidas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      They left the next morning, brief goodbyes all Gandrett could bear after a long night of conversation with the Lord of Ackwood and the Lord of Eedwood. She’d hugged Addie, promising her that she’d visit in Eedwood as soon as everything was settled with the Lord of Autumn in Lei’Vreah.

      Home, it called to her. She was going home. A different home than what she’d yearned for, not even a year ago, but a home much brighter, more colorful than she could have ever imagined. Surel and the Children of Vala had joined the Fae army on their path through the Calma Desert. But when they made it to the demarcation line where Sives ended and Calma began, all they found were purple blossoms. As far as they could see with both human and Fae eyes—blossoms.

      “It seems Vala has made a gift to her children,” Nehelon said as Gandrett leaped off her horse to run her fingers over the miracle covering the ground.

      “Or Shaelak,” she said, more to herself, but something inside of her sang at her words.

      The giver of life, Hel had called him.

      If what Taghi and Mckenzie had shared about the ghosts of the White Death had been the truth, then maybe, with their end, the water had run back into the veins once fueling life in what had been a place of death and despair for centuries.

      With a smile, she stepped onto the carpet of blossoms and followed Surel on the path she’d led the Vala-blessed, who were now drawing and weaving water across the blossoms, joy in their eyes as they took in the beauty that had befallen the desert.

      Gandrett couldn’t tell if time passed at all. All she knew was that inner peace that found her as they arrived at Everrun, and Soli greeted them with open arms—Surel first with an embrace, then with a bow, Gandrett and Nehelon.

      “It’s an honor to have you back, Your Majesty,” Soli said as she straightened once more. Gandrett inclined her head at the priestess who had taken good care of the children at the priory.

      “We have orders from the new rulers of Sives and Phornes to send home every child at this place who wants to leave,” Surel said with a serious face, but hope in her eyes. Hope for the future of those who might return to a normal life without the oppression of a Meister or a Dragon King.

      Soli nodded. “And Lapidos?”

      Gandrett’s stomach churned at the thought that neither Leonidas nor Muriel had been able to speak for the King and Queen of the western human territory.

      “I made sure word will be sent about their decision in this matter,” Surel informed the priestess.

      Gandrett turned to figure out what was different, why the yard in front of the citadel felt less daunting, less like a danger, and found that the waterfall had vanished.

      Soli followed her gaze. “It disappeared when the earthquake shook the desert.” She gestured at the now visible entrance. “I assume you noticed the change in our landscape as well.”

      “Quite a change,” Nehelon said with his most regal smile, the warrior left behind on the battlefield.

      Soli couldn’t take her eyes off his face. “I met your twin, King Nehelon. I hope he is well, and healthy.”

      “My brother”—a flash of pain and guilt urged through the bond, momentarily taking Gandrett’s breath away—“fell in battle, Priestess Soli.” And before she could voice her condolences, he continued, “I am grateful for the forces you sent, Priestess. Their presence saved many lives.”

      Soli’s eyes shone with pride—and sadness. “So it is done? He is defeated?”

      With a few quick strides, Surel was at Soli’s side. She looped her arm around the priestess’s and led her into the citadel, already sharing the whole story of what had happened since they’d left Everrun. They didn’t stay for the ceremony for the fallen that Soli wanted to perform, but rushed on after an hour of break and refilling their provisions.

      At the gates, Gandrett and Surel embraced under the towers that were no longer guarded.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to come?” Gandrett asked one last time. “There’s always a place for you in Lei’Vreah.”

      “Even if I’m mortal?” Surel’s features spoke of something more than that. Even if everything reminds me of him.

      “Even then,” Gandrett said and smoothed a strand of curls out of her friend’s face. “He loved you, Surel. You know that, right?”

      Tears shot into Surel’s eyes as she nodded. “And I loved him, too. Not enough to ever give up the goddess, but I loved him in a way that I will never fully understand.”

      The sorrow in Surel’s face swept through Gandrett like it used to when they were children and they were speaking of their homes.

      “Not enough to give up the goddess?” she wanted to know, wondering if Surel had seen Vala as well. “You know the goddess of life wouldn’t have cared had you ever expressed that love in any way.”

      If nothing else, Gandrett had learned that over her months transitioning from Child of Vala to Vala’s Blade, from Vala’s Blade to the Savior of the Fae. And from that to being the Queen of Fae.

      “I know.” Surel wiped away her tears with the sleeve of her tunic.

      The wind wasn’t as unforgiving as it used to be and the heat not nearly as bad—all a gift from Vala and Shaelak. And within a year, the little trees and bushes would be growing where now blossoms covered the ground. Grass would spread like on the plains of Ithrylan, and one day, maybe, people might return to the city of Everrun, building a new life from the ruins of the past.

      “But he never cared for my people the way I do. He never loved the children here the way I do. He never wanted what was best for them.”

      “Only what is best for you,” Gandrett finished.

      Surel’s nod hurt for an entirely different reason.

      Maybe there would have been something between them one day, but not the way Valyn had hoped. And that rejection had to be worse than death.

      Her gaze flicked to the Fae army outside the gates, to Gordan on his horse, who had heard every word and whose face had turned unreadable.

      “Take care of the children,” she said to Surel and squeezed her one last time.

      “And you take care of your realm, Queen of Fae.” A grin broke through Surel’s tears as she pulled away and curtseyed so clumsily that Gandrett had to laugh.

      “I will see you again.”

      

      The palace of Lei’Vreah was quiet when they arrived early in the morning after days of traveling at Fae speed without humans who would exert themselves keeping pace. The occasional Maraoul they’d come across was one of the original beasts—wild and unintelligible and definitely no hybrids hunting in packs.

      Gandrett had thought about Surel’s words often—whenever she’d studied Gordan’s silent presence at their sides—and wondered if his heart had already broken or if that was yet to happen.

      He’d left his Mate behind after all, whatever Liri’s words, in his heart he knew who she was to him, and Addie knew it, too.

      Riho fluttered across their heads to rush into the hallway first when they marched toward the throne room where guards in Autumn colors saluted at their timely entry.

      “We’ve been expecting you, Your Majesties,” Lyrrin’s voice came from the back of the room—from the open door to the dining hall, the same direction the scent of meat and bothenia crust came from. Gandrett’s stomach growled un-royally.

      Before Gandrett could take a step forward, Kepha appeared in the doorway, her hair bouncing wildly as she sprinted toward them. Gandrett spread her arms wide, but the girl sped past her, directly for Palvin, who laughed and lifted her to swing her around in a circle.

      “You came back, grumpy one,” the girl squealed.

      He set her back on her feet, tousling her hair with a few fingers. “And you’re smiling.” Kepha sounded satisfied, but not surprised. Her eyes wandered to Drew. “As are you.” She hugged him round the waist before she came to stand before Gandrett.

      “Your Majesty.” She dropped into a curtsey, and Gandrett was about to tell her she didn’t need to do that when Kepha leaped up and grasped Gandrett around the waist. “I didn’t think you’d return,” she whispered.

      Gandrett felt Nehelon crumble through the bond.

      “Vision or fear?” Gandrett merely asked as she hugged the girl back.

      Kepha shook her head into Gandrett’s front. “Both.”

      A warm arm wrapped around both of them, and Nehelon’s scent filled her nose as he pressed a kiss to her temple. “Never again,” he whispered, and Gandrett understood.

      Lyrrin awaited them with a feast of traditional Sivesian dishes mixed with the delicacies of the royal Fae court, his Mate Elewys at his side and a smile on his face. “This little one told me to be here at dawn to greet the King and Queen of Ulfray,” he said with a bow, and Gandrett inclined her head.

      “You kept your promise,” she noted, that old tension between them fading as she found he hadn’t plotted to take over the crown.

      Lyrrin laughed. “I gave my word, my queen, and a Fae promise is binding.”

      “That it is,” Kouyen agreed. “And I promise I’ll bite one of your heads off if I don’t get food immediately.”

      Nehelon’s responding laugh was like a soothing balm.

      Sitting at the royal table with her Mate and her brother, with her friends—her family—felt as surreal as it had felt to face the gods of Neredyn. So while Kouyen and Warren retold the gist of what had happened, Gandrett tuned out the gasps and murmurs that they’d felt the earthquake all the way to Lei’Vreah.

      Liri’s voice echoed through her mind, cold as ice and sensuous like a caress of death. If Vala’s last heir would die, the pain of the goddess would ripple through the world and leave a crack that could never be sealed.

      Perhaps that had been true for Shygon, too. With Raynar being Shygon’s son—his heir. Perhaps that fissure had been the god of dragons’ doing. A permanent mark on the world that had taken his son.

      Kepha’s gaze was a silent weight on Gandrett as she dove out of her thoughts to meet the bright stare of the Seer.

      “Tell me,” she whispered, and the room fell silent, all eyes on the girl as it demanded an answer Gandrett didn’t know she had.

      “Tell you what?” She didn’t flinch from the light flickering in Kepha’s eyes, from the power that she’d never fully understood until Drew had shared about that letter.

      “What he said.”

      Gandrett knew without a doubt who Kepha was referring to, and the pieces fell into place in her mind.

      “Your father said he hasn’t forgotten you.”

      Tears welled in Kepha’s eyes as she clasped her hands before her chest. “Thank you, Gandrett.”

      Nehelon’s questions swelled in the bond, but Gandrett shook her head. She’d share. Later, when they were back in their room. But not here, not now, with the eyes of all of them on them.

      They ate and drank, that dull edge between victory and loss a heavy burden on their shoulders. But as the sun came up and their bellies were full, a heavy exhaustion hit that was only comparable to being close to burning out with their magic.

      After months and months, for the first time, they were safe—truly safe.

      Nehelon told her so as he closed the door behind them in their room, one hand already unbuttoning his shirt as he headed for the bathing room.

      Gandrett let herself fall onto the bed with a sigh, unsure if she could lift another finger to even change her clothes.

      “Allow me to help you,” Nehelon whispered beside her ear, almost making her jump, but his scent, even tainted with the dust and sweat of travel, made her go still and her body listen.

      Without another word, he unbuttoned her shirt and tugged it off, half lifting her off the bed. Then the boots and pants. He swept her into his arms and carried her to the bathing room where a spacious, steaming tub was waiting.

      “I don’t know if this is Kepha’s doing,” he admitted as he set her down beside the bathtub, “but she is the only Seer I know. And she arranged food for us as well.”

      Gandrett’s hands had started undoing the buttons on Nehelon’s pants since his shirt was already hanging open.

      “What was that about her father?” he asked, his hands tugging on her undershirt until she lifted her arms above her head and he pulled it over her head.

      “Do you remember the letter Drew told us about? The one where she mentions Shaelak’s power?”

      Nehelon nodded, his eyes on her face, on the traces of dirt from days of travel, but his fingers grazed down her front, leaving goosebumps in their wake.

      And as she told her Mate about what Shaelak had asked of her, he didn’t seem surprised. He merely leaned down to kiss her shoulder first, then her throat.

      “Let’s get into the water.”

      She didn’t object when he ripped off her undergarments and heaved her into the tub. He could do anything as long as he’d follow her into that tub.

      Gandrett watched as he finished undoing the buttons of his pants and pulled them down, exposing that hard flesh she’d felt beneath her fingers. Her mouth watered, and she slid under the surface to wash her face and comb the dust out of her hair. When she came back up, Nehelon was standing so close to the rim that merely turning her head would put her mouth on him.

      She swallowed and leaned back, beckoning for him to join her in the water.

      Nehelon hissed at the soothing heat sloshing over his body when he lowered himself next to her, and for the first time, Gandrett was grateful for the luxury a Fae Queen was awarded. She grabbed the cloth on the edge of the tub and rubbed it down Nehelon’s arm, then his chest, his groans of pleasure reverberating all the way to her core where a different sort of heat was pooling.

      Only when his patience left him and he plucked the cloth from her hands did Gandrett slide her fingers lower to where his abdomen disappeared beneath the rippling surface.

      “Queen Gandrett, the Wicked,” he chuckled as she grabbed the hard length of him, already lifting herself over him.

      “King Nehelon, the—” She didn’t get farther than that, for Nehelon captured her mouth in a deep kiss that set her entire body on fire—the good sort this time—and all thoughts she’d ever had were forgotten.
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      Addie had spent the better part of the morning hiding in her chambers—Gandrett’s old chambers, but she’d spent more nights in Armand’s room than in her own since they’d returned.

      She’d known Gordan would be coming for the coronation, had known she’d see him, and that small part of her that hurt, when she gazed southwestward from the top of the towers, would heal a tiny bit once she saw his face.

      But the bells were ringing, and she could no longer delay making her way to the throne room where her presence had been demanded. She was halfway down the stairs when she spotted him among the arriving guests together with Gandrett and Nehelon who both were wearing the regal fir-green of the House Idresea.

      Gordan’s head whipped around as if she’d called his name, and her heart did an extra thud as their eyes met.

      She didn’t smile. Neither did he. But he meandered away from the crowd, his gaze beckoning her to follow. So she did. For the tension left between them and the guilt burning in her stomach, she followed him down the hallway that led to the north tower—a place she’d spent the week since her arrival cleaning out and redecorating for everyone’s sanity. She had plans to use it as an educational place for Sivesian children. Too many had lost a parent in the war, and she wanted to do something—it would also occupy Cal’s time, and he’d already proven himself a great teacher when he’d helped her learn to shift without losing all her clothes.

      A smile tugged on her lips at the thought that she would never need to turn into a dragon again—couldn’t. And no one could make her. Not even she herself.

      “I had been hoping I’d see you today,” Gordan said without taking time to exchange pleasantries.

      He stopped and turned at the end of the hallway where Joshua had once begged her for help.

      “I’ve been fearing to see you,” she responded with the truth. That, if nothing else, she could give him.

      His lips pressed into a tight line, but he recovered quickly—or, at least, his face appeared the same as always. Kind, calm. But in that corner of her heart, something did a painful tug.

      “I’ve been hoping and fearing,” he corrected himself. “Hoping to see you and fearing what it would do to both of us.” He studied Addie’s face from a few feet away.

      “It should do nothing to us, Gordan,” Addie told him. She’d rehearsed these words in front of the mirror, but when she spoke them, they held none of the confidence she’d felt back then.

      “We’re Mates.”

      “We are.”

      He continued to read her the way only he could. “But you love him.”

      “I do.”

      “I will not ask you again if you could love me, Addie. You deserve to be happy with who you choose.”

      His words rattled her to her very bones.

      “I want you to be happy”—he reached for her as if he was going to brush back the hair she’d combed out over her shoulders—“and if it’s Armand Denderlain who makes you happy, I should be the last person to hold you back.”

      “You have never held me back, Gordan.” He hadn’t. Not even when he’d been about to die. He’d set her free. Maybe her gift to him should be to set him free as well.

      She closed the distance between them, her arms finding their way around his neck so far up on instinct, and pulled him down to rest her forehead against his.

      “There is a part of me that loves you, Gordan Sterngrove. A part that has never been alive in those years before you. But it is not the type of love I hold for the Lord of Eedwood.” His shuddering breath brushed her face, warm and tasting of a foreign land where she could be someone else if she so chose. “What I feel for you is the love for a friend—a brother even. Family.”

      Gordan’s hands found her shoulders, gently grasping her biceps as he inhaled a deep breath.

      “For whatever it is worth, I release you of our bond, Gordan.” Her voice was shaking. “I release you from all duty you feel toward me, from all heartache and all sorrow. Be free, Gordan.”

      He shook in her embrace, but it wasn’t the same deep dark sensation that had settled in her chest as before. It was … lighter. Different.

      “And I release you, Adrienne Blackwood.” He sucked in a shallow breath as if the words cost him. “I release you of our bond. I release you from all duty you feel toward me, from all heartache and sorrow. Be free, Addie.” He repeated her words, each one lighter than the last, until he pulled back from her with a smile on his face.

      “Will you be all right?” She tried to read him, but that little spot in her heart remained silent, and his face yielded nothing.

      “It is no longer your duty to worry about me, Addie,” he said as he dropped a quick kiss to the top of her head. He stepped back and bowed, his smile never slipping as he strode away.

      

      Armand had never been more nervous. Not even when he’d been forced to tell his father about the ancient vase he’d broken in his study as a child. When Armand Denderlain entered the throne room of Eedwood Castle, his breath came in shallow gasps, and his hands were shaking.

      He adjusted the sleeve of his deep blue tunic, tempted to pull at the golden thread embroidered all the way to the seam.

      “You can do this,” he quietly said to himself before he lifted his gaze to take in the gathering before him.

      Left and right of a corridor formed by ornately carved chairs, people of all of Sives were sitting beneath the banners hanging from the high ceiling—not Denderlain blue or Brenheran burgundy, but a new purple banner that included both colors alike.

      When Gandrett had come to Brax and him with the idea of a new era for Sives, it hadn’t taken long for him to catch fire for it. But when the topic of the new king had come up, he’d fallen into a deep sadness. It should have been Joshua—an heir of both bloodlines and the true King of Sives.

      He’d offered Brax to take the crown; as Joshua’s younger brother, he was the next best thing to an heir of the Heir of Sives. But Brax had shaken his head, eyes wandering to the flap of the tent where, outside somewhere, Leonidas had been sitting with his soldiers. “I’ve always been a better scholar than a ruler, Armand,” Brax had said with a smile, and Gandrett’s moss-green eyes had captured Armand’s with an intensity that left little room for denials.

      Now he lingered on the threshold to his own throne room where, at the end, no one other than Braxley Brenheran, Lord of Ackwood, was standing, proud and straight, his black jacket and pants threaded with silver and his curls long enough to bind at his neck.

      Brax would have been a good king.

      As he set one foot into the room, people rose from their chairs, turning the way they would have done for a bride at a wedding. But it was just him. Just Armand. And the velvet cloak draped over his shoulders was a weight he was willing to bear, only because it was in honor of his mother’s dream, Joshua’s dream, all their dream. Because of the villages he’d seen burning and the soldiers he’d led to come to call friends—he spotted Celius in one of the front rows, the tall Fae female next to him outshining him in every detail but his smile.

      Dafdya had come as part of the delegation from Ulfray—a first official act of the King and Queen of the Fae lands for a new era of peace for all of Neredyn. A new ambassador to Sives.

      With each face he recognized in the crowd, each face he didn’t, his heart beat a bit faster—until he spotted what was left of his own family. Deelah was there, and Gunner, the two of them able to sit out the battle of Eedwood in the hidden corridors Armand had used to visit dragon Addie below the castle. They’d retreated to the hideout with as many men as they could when the dragon had wreaked havoc on everything alive in the courtyard.

      The pride in Deelah’s eyes almost let him forget that, besides the King and Queen of Ulfray, their general, and King Taghi and Lady Mckenzie, there was one other face he’d been looking forward to seeing today.

      When Addie had decided to visit Alencourt for a few days, despite his grand words on the battlefield, he hadn’t been able to join her. So he’d been missing her for three long days and nights while she had gone to make her peace with her past.

      Her future, she’d said, lay in Eedwood. With the new king. And his heart couldn’t have hammered harder in his chest than it did now when he spotted her pale features next to Gandrett’s sun-kissed ones. Her eyes shone with excitement and that quiet joy that made her glow like a rare jewel.

      Her black hair lay in silken sheets around her shoulders, contrasting the slate gray robe she’d chosen to wear for this occasion. The sight of her made it easier for him to breathe, to stride forward as the guests stared at him with eager eyes.

      Only when he made it past Addie and Cal next to her did he allow himself to look at the object in Brax’s hand: A crisscross of golden lines woven into a circle. Atop each delicate spike, a gemstone was sparkling in the morning light filtering through the windows he’d had restored over the past weeks.

      The new crown of Sives, forged by the best goldsmiths in Sives for a new era and enchanted by the Fae against any sort of mind-control so that the new era would not be sabotaged by any remnants of Shygon’s magic should they ever stir again.

      Brax and Leonidas had taken it upon themselves to coordinate combing the lands for any signs of the Shygon cult. But it seemed Raynar’s control had vanished with him as had the darkness in his lands. His lands. A set of stairs up the dais was the only thing separating him from making Sives his realm. A shudder of respect for the burden he was to carry worked its way up his spine. A responsibility and honor to lead Sives to a better future.

      When Brax murmured the words spoken at the old coronations of Sivesian kings, Armand’s heart fluttered, the warmth of his mother’s hand brushing his back, the weight of Joshua’s arm on his shoulders, and even the smile of his father upon him. He got to his knees on the velvet pillow, bowing before the symbol of power in Brax’s hands.

      With careful fingers, Brax lowered the crown onto Armand’s head. “I crown thee, Armand Julien Denderlain King of Sives, Protector of the Realm.”

      The cheers of the crowd erupted as Armand stood and turned, his breathing finally slowing as was his heart, for now—the future lay in his hands, and he’d spend the rest of his life living up to the dream he and Joshua had once built.

      

      Gandrett’s heart swelled with joy as she watched the new King of Sives walk into the courtyard where garlands of flowers had been hung from side to side in a web of spring and beauty. They hadn’t been blooming so lush when they’d arrived that morning, and Gandrett was certain that Nehelon had something to do with it. The grin on his features when she’d asked him had been enough confirmation.

      The Fest of Blossoms. Gandrett sighed. No children would be sacrificed this year or any year again. Surel had written to her that Soli had made her the new Meister of the Order of Vala and that she would be looking after the remaining children—the orphans of the war who hadn’t found their families back home.

      “I hope he isn’t as broody as all the Fae males,” Kepha commented when Armand scanned the yard for someone he apparently didn’t find and headed toward them instead. “Addie will be back soon,” she added.

      “Fact or guess?” Gordan wanted to know.

      He’d disappeared before the ceremony with a face like a beaten dog and returned with a new resolve that gave Gandrett hope that he’d heal.

      “Fact,” Kepha countered with a laugh. “Wherever the King of Sives is, the woman of his heart can’t be far.”

      Gordan’s smile didn’t falter at the mention of Addie even if his eyes turned a hint darker. Better. This was better than what she’d observed for the past weeks when both she and Nehelon had tried to help him, to make him feel less guilty, less torn.

      Armand stopped before them just as Kepha’s laugh dissipated.

      Gandrett inclined her head. “Your Majesty.”

      Armand’s smile was mild and cautious as he looked from Gandrett to Nehelon. “Your Majesties.” His eyes fell on Gordan, and he embraced the unsuspecting male with all his human strength.

      Gordan gave Gandrett a helpless look.

      But Armand’s whispered words were audible for both Nehelon and her as he told Gordan. “Thank you.” It was all he said, and Gordan didn’t ask for further explanation. He merely patted the king’s shoulder as he pulled back.

      “Be happy, King of Sives. And make her happy.”

      Armand placed a hand over his heart in silent promise just as Addie emerged from the doors leading from the northern part of the castle. She stopped to talk to the King of Phornes and Mckenzie, who both were radiant.

      “Now,” Gordan said with a grin that was more her friend than Gandrett had seen in weeks.

      Armand bowed, the crown almost sliding off his head, and hurried for the other side of the yard where Addie was talking to Celius and Dafdya.

      “You scared him,” Nehelon said to his brother.

      Gordan shrugged. “He better be scared of me if he can’t keep his promise.” He stared after them for a long moment, features turning thoughtful before he asked, “When are you finally getting yourselves crowned?”

      Nehelon’s arm wrapped around Gandrett without warning as he pulled her into a long, sizzling kiss. “I was thinking the summer solstice,” he said with a smirk that made Gandrett’s toes curl.

      “The summer solstice?” She bit her lower lip at the memories of the solstice in Ackwood, what he’d told her about the summer solstice in Ulfray—what had happened at the winter solstice. “I want flower petals.”

      “Before and after the coronation,” Nehelon agreed.
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      The thicket was a welcome cage of branches and earth.

      I’d been cowering in my little shelter of bushes for the better part of half a day, and if they hadn’t spotted me in the dusky green of the scrubby forest by now, they might as well have left me to die. The near-suffocating heat of the day was slowly retreating with the declining sun, and the cool brine of the nearby sea swept through the leaves above, whipping loose soil into my face. In no time, my sanctuary would be chilled to a temperature at which it would get difficult to last the night without extra layers of protection.

      The words of my father had driven me all the way here, where the sand and palm trees faded into the lusher vegetation that hinted I was closer to Askarea. Closer meaning I was still a week away from the end of the mountain range, and going any farther to the borderlands would have been suicide. No one in their right mind would trek all the way up here. That was the reason I’d chosen this route to begin with.

      They’d followed me anyway.

      I dug my sore fingers into the ground and inched forward, the smell of moist earth assaulting my nose as I slithered toward what sounded like the sweet song of a stream. A twig cracked ahead, and my tongue flicked to my parched palate as I stopped and held my breath.

      I lowered my cheek to the ground and counted to fifteen until I was certain I hadn’t missed a pair of feet sneaking up on me.

      No sound followed.

      Had my horse still been with me, I could have made quick work of the distance to the river and crossed at the next opportunity until I made it to a harbor, and no one would be the wiser. But my horse was gone, and my father’s sentries had tracked me down. So what choice did I have but to brave the dangers of the wilderness? I’d have rather become some wild animal’s prey than be dragged back to the palace. At least the predators of the woods didn’t pretend to be anything other than what they were.

      With a glance beyond the branches, I scrambled out of my cover and headed for the edge of the forest where I could orient myself again. My satchel dangled from my shoulder, bouncing against the sore muscles of my thighs. I couldn’t hold in a groan as I set one slow foot in front of the other, cursing myself for not wearing a better pair of boots.

      In the speed of my decision, I hadn’t thought of the true logistics of an escape—especially not when I’d been hoping to already be near my destination by now. But when Father’s advisers pushed for the marriage, there hadn’t been time for me to do more than stuff a few days’ worth of bread and cheese into my satchel alongside a shirt and a bag of silver and make a run for it.

      My breeches, torn in places, weren’t made for hiking through the wilderness, and my body, used to long walks through the palace terraces at the most, was near exhaustion by the time I made it to the water.

      With a glance along the line cutting through the soil like a thread of quartz, I assessed my surroundings. Even when my days used to consist of being laced into pretty dresses and paraded around court until Father settled on an offer, I knew how to survive. It was a necessity as much as it was common sense for a princess of Cezux to learn how to ride and run and hold a knife for something other than slicing roast and fruit. But that didn’t make me adept in any of those skills.

      I wasn’t made to be on the run. Wasn’t made to be free. I was made to carry on my family’s lineage—and with that the only prospect in my life, it didn’t surprise me that Father had sent a group of five sentries to scout after me. They probably weren’t the only ones. I knew him well enough to understand that at least ten more groups, like the one that I’d dodged after lunch in a ramshackle inn at the last village, were hunting all over our lands in search of the missing princess.

      I cupped the water in my hands and brought it to my lips, scenting for foul odor before I dared to take a sip.

      The clean taste and cool texture brought instant relief after hours of hiding, of fearing that they’d found me.

      I’d be able to continue running after I satisfied my thirst and had taken a deep breath. Just a few more miles before the last light of day would vanish, and I’d be forced to seek shelter in a tree or in one of the small caves I’d noticed on the way into the forest. If I was lucky, I’d find one large enough to fit inside where I could get a few hours of rest before I continued southeast along the edge of the mountains separating Cezux from the kingdom of Askarea.

      Fairylands.

      There was a reason people avoided this region where the mountains flattened at the northern seam of the land, allowing for easy passage between the two kingdoms—not that anyone had seen a fairy in hundreds of years. It was only the merchants brave enough to take that path I would avoid like the plague, who sometimes told stories when they returned with goods from Askarea. Goods that they’d traded for Cezuxian rarities across the border.

      Few of them ever returned.

      I sat back on my haunches, sighing as I allowed my legs to relax for a moment before I tugged my satchel to the front and pulled out the remaining piece of cheese and a slice of stale bread alongside a small canteen in need of refilling. My hands brushed the hard, cool bag of silver. Since I couldn’t eat the coins, I’d need to find somewhere to restock my provisions. I’d planned on doing so at the inn, but when Father’s men showed up, instinct had driven me to bolt.

      The flutter of wings in the treetops above came first. Then their armed shapes appeared from the gaps between the tree trunks at the seam of the forest across the stream. Three of them—a good distance from where I was crouching by the water. My heart made a painful hold as it kicked into gear, my whole body on that sort of alert the past days on the road had taught me.

      Measuring the distance, I reached for the hunting knife at my hip, a gift from my mother on her deathbed. They were half-hidden in the twilight, and knowing them, they wouldn’t risk hitting me with an arrow. But they would be prepared to use their knives or swords to keep me in check the moment they laid their hands on me. Still, they were far away enough for me to try. If I managed to disappear back into the forest, I might outrun them. If I threw all my reserves into it, I might have a shot at freedom.

      Ignoring the exhaustion in my legs, I sucked in a breath and pushed myself to my feet, already turning on my heels to run, run, run—

      And faced the other two of Father’s sentries, who’d snuck up from behind, their blades sharp at my throat as they forced me to a halt before I could even attempt to take my first step.
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        * * *

      

      “If I didn’t know better, I might think you have a death wish,” one of the two said. The shorter one whose light leather armor did little to conceal the litheness of his body.

      Instruments of death, I reminded myself. Trained to kill by my father’s general and ready at all times to do his bidding, to eliminate anyone who stepped into the king of Cezux’s path.

      This time, it was me in his path.

      The taller one took a step around me, the flat of his knife scraping over my collarbone as he circled to my back.

      “Let me go,” I demanded even when I knew that there was nothing I could offer to make them listen. My hand tightened on the hunting knife, which I hadn’t even gotten to draw from my belt.

      “Your presence is demanded at court.” The shorter one took a step back, hand casually near the curved blade at his hip, and scanned me with a quick gaze head to toe, assessing my ripped clothes, my dirt-smeared face, and I could have sworn something like compassion flickered in his eyes before he waved the men on the other side of the stream over. “We take her back to the village. I’m sure a night in a proper bed will be of use to her condition before we head back to Jezuin.”

      No. I staggered away from the knife, ignoring the bite of the blade as it nicked me at the side of my neck. “I’m not going back.”

      The taller sentry laughed as he grabbed me by the arm in that half brutal, half cautious way that came with their task of herding me back to Father’s palace, and the shorter one, who seemed to be their leader, hissed a curse as he examined the trickle of blood at the base of my throat.

      “I fear you have no choice, Princess.” He turned and motioned for us to follow as he led the way out of the clearing. The grip on my arm tightened, and I could have sworn the sentry struggled to keep his fingers from smashing my bones.

      Maybe, if I put up a fight, they might end me rather than let me escape. But was that a real option?

      As if in answer to my thought, the sentries stored their weapons away and surrounded me in what felt like a walking cage, which told me enough about the fact that they wouldn’t risk hurting me. Not when my life meant more power for my father. They didn’t respond when I ordered them again to let me go, to take the silver from my satchel and leave. A few coins wouldn’t be enough to change their loyalties. In the kingdom of Cezux, those loyal to my father held more power and riches than lords in other lands—not that I knew anything about Askarea, or if the fairies even had lords.

      I stumbled along, legs barking with every step now that there was no hope for escape and stomach leaden as it demanded food. The last of my provisions now lay scattered by the water where I’d drunk only a few mouthfuls before they ambushed me, and if I managed to break through their formation, I wouldn’t get far in my condition.

      Maybe letting them feed me and find a place to rest was the smarter option. At least I could rest and not worry about what monsters prowled the borderlands while I planned another escape.

      Only when darkness enveloped us completely and my foot got caught on a root, making me tumble into the sentry with the curved blade in front of me, did we stop for a break.

      “The village is another half-hour south.” The man pointed with one hand while he set me back on my feet with the other. I gave him a look that should have been intimidating. But he gave me a bland smile, reached for the waterskin on his belt, and handed it to me. “Here. Drink. We’ll get you something to eat at the next inn.”

      Without question, I took it and gulped down the water.

      The other sentries alternated between watching me and scanning our surroundings with hawk eyes as they waited for me to finish. As soon as I handed the waterskin back to the man, he continued walking, and the others ushered me forward, tensed and ready to grab me should I dare try to bolt.

      By the time we made it past small houses and stables to the inn, I’d resorted to leaning on one of the sentries who’d offered his arm—the one with the curved blade that made me wish he’d never feel the need to use it on me. And even though relying on my captors made me sick, beneath the dirt and sweat, I braved a smile while I waited for the leader to organize rooms and a meal.

      “Your smile won’t do you much good here, Princess,” he said as he led me up the stairs to a room large enough to host one single bed and a small bathing room. “Wash up. Rest. Food will be brought up shortly.”

      I didn’t slam one of the many retorts at him that I usually would, too busy hobbling to the edge of the bed where I gingerly removed my boots and rubbed my blistered feet.

      “Don’t run again. I’d hate to have to drag you back to Jezuin draped over my shoulders.” He inclined his head, dark hair sliding into his grim face, and retreated from the room.

      I snorted to myself the moment the doors snapped shut. I couldn’t run like this. Not even if I gorged myself on the stew that arrived a moment later and slept through the night. I wouldn’t get far.

      Or maybe that was exactly why I needed to try the moment I was alone. I made a point to complain about my sore feet, reminding the sentry of my limited capacity to move, before he closed the door with the hint that someone would be guarding it. Of course they would. They only left me alone in my room because of my status—and maybe because they underestimated my desperation.

      The stew smelled like it’d been sitting out for over a day, but I finished the entire chipped bowl before I carefully got to my feet, biting back a curse as one of the blisters broke open on the rough wood floor. A glance out the window informed me that a jump onto the parapet wouldn’t break my neck, and if my eyes didn’t deceive me in the darkness, the roof would lead me right to the adjacent stables.

      If I could grab a horse, I’d get a head start, and maybe … maybe I’d make it far enough to lose the sentries before they could tie me to a saddle and force me home.

      Swallowing the pain the way I’d perfected at the palace, I made for the bathing room where I washed off the worst of the dirt and changed my shirt before I rolled up the dirty, torn one and stuffed it into my satchel alongside a slice of bread that had come with the stew. I tugged on my boots, tears swimming in my eyes as the leather scraped against the blisters on my heels, and breathed. Just breathed—until I was able to brave those two steps to the window where I stopped to listen for any sign of the sentries. The crack under the door revealed a pair of boots quietly pacing back and forth as if to keep themselves from falling asleep after a long, exhausting day.

      I sent a quick prayer to Eroth and pulled the lever.

      The window sprang open with a creak that made me jerk around to see if the sentry would come to check on me.

      He didn’t.

      So I heaved my leaden body onto the windowsill where I crouched, measuring the drop I’d have to make, and decided it didn’t matter if I broke a bone or two.

      What mattered was that I got out.

      Without a glance back, I jumped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      To my surprise, none of my bones shattered as I landed on my side. Instead, the age-worn tiles gave way as I scrambled to my hands and knees, and grabbing for a metal hook at the side of the roof was all I could do to avoid slithering over the edge and breaking my neck on the water trough below. I could already feel blood between my fingers where the hook cut into my flesh, and it was pure terror that kept me from screaming out in pain. Terror and the urgent search for a way down.

      Before I could spy a path to the ground, the rusty metal groaned under my weight and ripped out of the roof, taking with it all the stability it might have provided for me to pull myself back up—no matter the pain. I landed with my feet in the water, splashing it against the entrance hall window, which was dark once more, and I hit my back on the rim of the trough as I tumbled to the ground. The iron tang of blood coated my tongue where my teeth cut into it at the impact, and this time, I wasn’t able to keep in a groan of pain.

      Up—I had to get up and run if I wanted to make it to the cover of the stables.

      Ignoring the painful scratch on my hand, I ducked and ran for the narrow side door. Yes, I’d leave a trail of wet footsteps on the ground, but by the time the sun came up, they would have long since dried. I wasn’t sure about the drops of blood falling from my palm, though. The sentries would probably notice those and find me like a wounded doe.

      I stopped under a low roof next to a stack of hay bales and ripped off a strip of my shirt to tie it around my hand. Then I snuck past a rain barrel and a heap of straw into the stables. The first few stalls were empty, but at the back, five horses were dozing in the quiet of the night. I made my way down the corridor at the center, squinting to find a bridle and saddle in the darkness. The first horse huffed and shook its massive white head. Perfect—a tall horse with long legs to swallow up the ground.

      I grabbed the bridle from the nail on the post holding the boards of the stall and whispered to the beast, “I’ll get you a lump of sugar and a barrel of apples if you keep quiet and get me out of here alive.

      The horse huffed once more, but didn’t fight my attempt to pull the leather over his head with my good hand.

      “If you promise to fly through the night, we’ll find a nice meadow tomorrow where you can glut yourself on fresh grass.”

      The horse stood still as I climbed into the stall to heave up the saddle and fasten it. It stomped a hoof as I tugged on the reins, my heart beating like a wild beast in my chest at how close I was to escape.

      “Come on.” I clicked my tongue, and the horse followed me down the corridor to the double doors at the other end of the stables. Just a few more steps and we’d be out.

      And then—and then I’d leave behind the duty to which my father had appointed me. Leave behind the life of Princess Sanja Lazar and find a boat somewhere that would carry me to Tavras or even to the Southern Continent. Anywhere my father, his men, or my husband-to-be would never find me.

      The door swung open with little more than the sound of wood scraping over gravel, and I led my mount outside. Cool air kissed my face, the first welcome sensation since I’d put those boots back on less than ten minutes ago. I relished the sensation of the chill that I never got in Jezuin, that I’d feared mere hours ago. But with a horse, with the heat of its body, I wouldn’t shiver through the night as I rode on to freedom.

      Tears sprang to my eyes as I set my toes into the stirrups and pulled myself up with both hands. The horse shied and threw up its head, pushing me off balance, and I landed back on the ground with wobbly legs. The reins slipped from my hands as someone grabbed me from behind. I tried to push them off me—tried. But a hand clamped a piece of cloth over my mouth and nose, and all I heard was the tall sentry’s grumble as he complained that I couldn’t have made it easy for a change. The next moment, the world shifted, and darkness swept me away.
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        * * *

      

      The swaying of the mattress beneath my sprawled body lulled me from a dreamless sleep. I couldn’t remember going to bed the night before or even having wanted to go to sleep. I blinked my eyes open to find the sky drawing past me in a blur of cerulean and white, and my stomach roiled as I tried to focus on the carved wooden frame against the speedy movement. Lifting my hand to my temple to push back the headache, I tried to sit up—and couldn’t muster the strength to do so, muscles lax, mind foggy, and memories—

      “About time you wake up,” a deep male voice greeted me from the bench across the carriage, and I managed to push into a half-sitting position, finding myself staring into the dark eyes of the sentry who’d shown me to my room the night before. “I was beginning to wonder if we’d used too much of the tonic.”

      Tonic—

      I’d heard of the methods my father sanctioned for his sentries to use if needed, but had I ever believed he’d use those on his own daughter? My stomach did that painful flip that indicated I’d empty it within minutes if the swaying didn’t stop.

      “You drugged me.” I slid my gaze down my body before a different sort of panic could grab me. My clothes were intact, not even a button out of place. Only my boots and socks had been removed, and my blisters were bandaged, as was my injured hand.

      “The alternative would have been to knock you out with a good punch. Would you have preferred that?” He flashed his straight teeth as I cringed from the thought of more pain. “Is it really worth it?”

      He studied me as I breathed through the nausea, forcing my stomach to settle. At least, sitting up, my head no longer swam, and I could make out the hilly steppes that marked the end of the borderlands, and the speed of the moving clouds made more sense as my head cleared with every deep breath I inhaled. “Is what worth what?”

      “Running from your father’s orders?” Even if he appeared to be the least brutish of the sentries, there was no emotion in his voice or his brown eyes as he waited for my response.

      It was then I realized there would be no escaping. I was in a carriage heading back to Jezuin, where my father and his court were waiting alongside my betrothed. And at this speed, it would be less than two days before we’d arrive back at the capital.

      “Freedom is always worth running for,” I merely said, keeping my face carefully blank.

      He knew as well as the other four escorting the carriage what was awaiting me.

      “There are worse choices than Cyrill Tenikos, Princess.”

      I didn’t even want to get into this discussion. Not with him. Not when I’d need to deal with the worst sides of Cyrill Tenikos soon enough. Maybe heading deeper into the borderlands would have been the smartest option—even a fairy couldn’t be half as dangerous as a lord who hungered for power and was willing to do whatever it took to acquire it.  Even buy the daughter of a king.

      I lifted my injured hand in front of me and flexed my fingers. The wound still stung, but my fingers moved evenly—at least, no severed tendons.

      “That’s some nasty injury there,” the sentry commented.

      I closed my hand into a fist and rested it in my lap. “I’m hungry.”

      He reached beneath the bench and pulled out a basket. “Here.” He extracted a loaf of bread and a small box that, when he opened it, spread the scent of fresh apples. “There’s some pie in there, too.” He pointed at the basket before he handed me the food. “We’ll stop for a minute when you need to take care of your needs, but apart from that, we’ll travel on until we reach the city.”

      I ate in silence, gaze following the hills as they slowly vanished on the horizon, replaced by rocks and gravel adorned with succulent plants that defined this part of Cezux. I’d marveled at the landscape on my way north, had probably stopped one time too many to rest in the shade of a palm tree. And now they’d found me, and I’d never leave Jezuin again. Not until I was dead.
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